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Preface

On 5 October 1971, I wrote a short paper on Metaphysics 1004b25—6, for a tutorial with G. E. L. Owen at Harvard.
Since then I have intermittently pursued some lines of inquiry connected with that passage; the current result of them
is this book. The first chapter gives a survey of its contents, and some idea of the main argument. I try to explore some
connexions between different areas of Aristotle's philosophy, and to suggest how issues and doctrines in one area may
affect his views in another. Whether or not the main thesis of this book is found convincing, I hope it will seem
profitable to examine some of the connexions I discuss, and to see how they affect our views about the coherence and

plausibility of Aristotle's doctrines.

While I would like to have formed original and convincing views on all the questions I discuss, I cannot claim to have
done this. On many points I rely on views that other people have made quite familiar (though hardly standard, given
the extent of healthy disagreement in the study of Aristotle). On the other hand, though I cover more topics than are
usually covered in a single book on Aristotle, this book is not a general survey; it is quite selective, and it does not
attempt to give a balanced impression of Aristotle as a whole. Still, I hope I have provided enough detail to give the
uninitiated reader some idea of the main questions, and of some of the main approaches to them, and also to give both
the less advanced and the more advanced student some idea of the reasons for my conclusions. While this is not an
introductory book, I hope it will be accessible to reasonably persistent readers who have not read much about
Aristotle, but are willing to read Aristotle fairly closely; in the main text I try not to presuppose familiarity with the
present state of scholarly and philosophical discussion.

The notes discuss some points of detail, and indicate some of my views on issues that have been discussed by other
writers on Aristotle. They come after the main text, on the assumption that many readers will find it easier to read the
main text before tackling the issues that are raised in the notes. The general excellence of the ‘secondary literature’ on
Aristotle, extending from the Greek commentators to the present, is unrivalled (as far as I know) by what has been
written on any other philosopher; and therefore I would like to have done more justice to it than I have. The reader
should not anticipate the systematic and judicious selection that would certainly be desirable. I especially regret the
brevity of my discussion of some complex issues and of the views
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that have been expressed about them. It will be even clearer to many readers that my account of Aristotle's views raises
many large philosophical questions that I have not pursued very far, and that the positions I do take often leave many
objections unanswered.

I am pleased to be able to acknowledge the award of fellowships from the Society for the Humanities at Cornell
University, the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the American Council of Learned Societies. The
generosity of the Warden and Fellows of All Souls College (in 1982-3), and of the President and Fellows of Magdalen
College (in 1987), allowed me to spend a year and a half in Oxford under highly favourable conditions. It was both
beneficial and pleasant to discuss Aristotle with Oxford Aristotelians, especially Michael Woods, Christopher Taylor,
and David Charles.

I have already mentioned Gwil Owen; and readers who know his work (especially Owen [1965]) will see its influence
throughout this book. Ever since I began to think about Aristotle I have benefited from John Ackrill's candid and
challenging papers and lectures, and from his incisive and encouraging criticisms. I have had the good fortune to teach
in the humane, friendly, and stimulating environment of Cornell philosophy, and hence to learn from other people who
have been here, especially from David Brink, Eric Wefald, Alan Sidelle, Sydney Shoemaker, Henry Newell, Nicholas
Sturgeon, John Fischer, and Richard Boyd. Helpful written suggestions and corrections by David Brink, Jennifer
Whiting, and Susan Sauvé have considerably improved eatlier drafts of this book. I have been especially influenced by
four recent studies of issues in Aristotle: Ide [1987], Whiting [1984], Shields [1986], and Sauvé [1987]. I have been even
more influenced by the authors of these studies; they have invariably offered acute, constructive, and friendly criticism
and discussion, and they have improved my views on many more points than I could readily identify. Above all, I have
received thorough and relentless criticism, numerous corrections and suggestions, and unwavering help and
encouragement, from Gail Fine.

The Delegates, staff, and readers of the Press have treated this book in the tolerant, efficient, and helpful way that I
have found to be characteristic of them.

T.H.I

Cornel] University,
Ithaca, New York
5 October 1987
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Abbreviations

Works of Aristotle and other ancient authors are cited by abbreviated titles; full titles are given in the Index Locorum.
Aristotle is cited by the standard pages and lines of Bekker [1831]. I have used the editions in the Oxford Classical
Texts, or, when these are not available, in the Teubner series. The Greek commentators on Aristotle are cited by page
and line from the relevant volume of Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca (fuller reference in Index Locorum).

Other works are cited in the Notes by authot's name and date. The date is normally that of the original publication; but
the pagination is taken from the source cited first after the authot's name. Works by two or more authors (or with two
or more editors) are usually cited by the name of the alphabetically first author. Standard works (e.g. commentaries)
cited frequently in a particular chapter are often cited by authot's name alone, without a date. Well-known
philosophical texts (e.g. Hume, Kant) are cited by author and abbreviated title, and the edition used is listed in the
Bibliography.

Abbreviations used in the Notes and Bibliography are as follows:

AA Articles on Aristotle (see Barnes [1975a]
AGP Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie

cJjp Canadian Journal of Philosophy

CcQ Classical Quarterly

CR Classical Review

DK Diels [1952]

EAE Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics (see Rorty [1980])
HPQ History of Philosophy Quarterly

IA Index Aristotelicus (see Bonitz [1870])
JHI Journal of the History of ldeas

JHP Journal of the History of Philosophy
JHS Journal of Hellenic Studies

JP Journal of Philosophy

KS RKant Studien

OCT Oxford Classical Texts
OSAP Oxcford Studies in Ancient Philosophy

oT Oxford Translation (see Smith [1910])
PAS Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society

PBA Proceedings of the British Acadeny

Phil. Philosophy
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PQ
PR
PS

ROT
SPAS
SVF

ABBREVIATIONS

Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society

Proceedings of the British Acadeny
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Philosophical Quarterly

Philosophical Review

Philosophical Studies

Review of Metaphysics

Revised Oxford Translation (see Barnes [1984])
Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume

Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta (see Von Arnim [1905])
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1 The Problem of First Principles

1. First Principles

When Aristotle explains in general terms what he tries to do in his philosophical works, he says he is looking for ‘first
principles’ (or ‘origins’; archai):

In every systematic inquiry (zethodos) where there are first principles, or causes, or elements, knowledge and science
result from acquiring knowledge of these; for we think we know something just in case we acquire knowledge of the
primary causes, the primary first principles, all the way to the elements. It is clear, then, that in the science of nature
as elsewhere, we should try first to determine questions about the first principles. The naturally proper direction of
our road is from things better known and clearer to us, to things that are clearer and better known by nature; for the
things known to us are not the same as the things known unconditionally (bap/ds). Hence it is necessary for us to
progress, following this procedure, from the things that are less clear by nature, but clearer to us, towards things
that are clearer and better known by nature. (Phys. 184a10-21)"

The connexion between knowledge and first principles is expressed in Aristotle's account of a first principle (in one
sense) as ‘the first basis from which a thing is known’ (Mez. 1013a14-15). The search for first principles is not peculiar
to philosophy; philosophy shares this aim with biological, meteorological, and historical inquiries, among others. But
Aristotle's references to first principles in this opening passage of the Physics and at the start of other philosophical
inquiries imply that it is a primary task of philosophy.®

It is easy to see why Aristotle says we should begin with what is better known and more familiar to us (EN 1095a2—4);
we have to begin with the beliefs we initially accept. But his account of the goal of inquiry is more puzzling. He
suggests that the first principles are known and clearer ‘by nature’ or ‘unconditionally’, even if they are less well-known
and less clear to us. Aristotle explains the point by analogy. Someone may be a ‘natural musician’, because he is
naturally suited for it, even if he never learns music, and so never becomes a musician: ‘And presumably what is known
unconditionally is not what is known to everyone, but what is known to those in a good intellectual condition, just as
what is unconditionally healthy is what is healthy for those in a
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good bodily condition’ (Top. 142a9-11; cf. EE 1235b30-1236a6, 1237a16-18). First principles are known
unconditionally because they are naturally appropriate for being known.* The beliefs we begin with are ‘prior to us’
(i.e. ‘prior from our point of view’), since they are what we begin from; but the principles we find will be ‘prior by
nature’, and when we have found them they will also be ‘prior to us’; for then we will recognize that they are more
basic and primary than the principles we began from.’

The first principles we find will include beliefs and propositions. But Aristotle also regards things—non-linguistic, non-
psychological, non-propositional entities—as first principles. We come to know, e.g., that there are four elements, and
this proposition that we know is a first principle; but the four elements themselves are also first principles and are prior
and better known by nature. Actually existing things are first principles because they explain other things, and our
knowledge of the world requires us to know the explanatory relations in it. To have scientific knowledge (episténé)
about birds is to be able to explain why birds are as they are and behave as they do. The things and processes that
explain others are basic and fundamental; when we have found them, we have found the first principles of birds. What
is prior and better known by nature is both the propositional principle about, e.g., atoms, and the real principle
mentioned in the proposition—the atoms themselves. We grasp both sorts of principles at the same time and in the
same way.’

It is intelligible that when Aristotle speaks of first principles, he speaks indifferently of propositions and of the things
they refer to. For the relations between non-propositional things in the world, not the relations between our beliefs,
make one rather than another proposition a first principle. We grasp propositional first principles, and they become
‘known to us’, when our beliefs match the appropriate propositional principles that match the appropriate non-
propositional principles. Once we believe a propositional first principle, we certainly connect it to our other beliefs in
specific ways; but the beliefs and the connexions do not make it a first principle. It is a first principle because of the
facts external to our beliefs, and we have the correct beliefs in the correct connexions only in so far as we describe the
relations between facts independent of our beliefs. Let us say that in so far as we do this, we grasp ‘objective’
(propositional) first principles describing the (non-propositional) first principles of an objective reality.”
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2. Realism

In so far as Aristotle claims that objective first principles must be known by nature, he commits himself to a
metaphysical realist conception of knowledge and reality. For he claims that the truth and primacy of a propositional
first principle is determined by its correspondence to non-propositional first principles. What is ‘known by nature’ is
not something that happens to be adapted to our cognitive capacities, or to play a special role in our theories or beliefs.
It is known by nature because it is a primary feature of the world, and it is known to us only if we are in the right
cognitive condition to discover what is really there. The belief we hold when we are in the right sort of cognitive
condition does not itself constitute our grasp of an objective first principle; for it is logically possible for us to have
coherent, simple, powerful, well-tested theories, meeting all the canons of proper inquiry, without having found
objective principles. The primacy of the objective principle makes our belief the grasp of a principle, not the other way
round.

Aristotle's remarks about truth show his commitment to metaphysical realism. If you were sitting, and now stand, the
statement “You are sitting’ was true, and became false; but he denies that the statement itself has undergone change (of
the ordinary sort); he prefers to say that a statement or belief remains unchanged, but receives a different truth-value
(the respect in which it is said to change) because the things themselves change (Cazg 4a21-37).

This might be construed as a commonsense remark with no great theoretical significance. But in fact it rests on
Aristotle's more general conviction that the facts about the world determine the truth of statements, but the converse
is not true.

In the cases where two things reciprocate in implication of being, still, if one is in some way the cause of the being
of the other, it would reasonably be said to be naturally prior. And clearly there are some cases of this sort. For that
there is a man reciprocates in implication of being with the true statement about it; for if there is a man, the
statement by which we say there is a man is true, and this reciprocates—for if the statement by which we say there
is a man is true, there is 2 man. Nonetheless, the true statement is in no way the cause of the thing's being (ie. of
its being the case that there is a man) whereas the thing appears in a way the cause of the statement's being
true—for it is by the thing's being or not being that the statement is said to be true or false. (Cazg. 14b11-23)

The asymmetry in explanation described here is taken to be a defining feature of truth about objective reality.® In
claiming that truth is correspondence to the facts, Aristotle accepts a biconditional; it is true that p if and only if p. But
he finds the mere biconditional inadequate for the asymmetry and natural priority he finds in the relation of
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correspondence; this asymmetry is to be captured in causal or explanatory terms (cf. Mez. 1051b6-9).

Aristotle does not say much to clarify the explanatory asymmetry he has in mind here; he takes it to be readily
understood and accepted. In Metaphysics iv he defends some aspects of the realist assumption, against Protagoras and
against radical sceptics. But even then it is difficult to say how much he still takes for granted. He assumes that not
everything is relative to appearances or beliefs (Mez. 1011a17-20), and that facts about the world must explain facts
about perception, not the other way round (1010b30-1011a2).” His assumptions about the natural priority and
explanatory asymmetry involved in truth are pervasive, but not fully explained.

Aristotle speaks as though anyone with the normal beliefs about truth is committed to his realist assumptions. He
assumes that truth is the appropriate sort of correspondence to the facts, and that the only appropriate sort of
correspondence is the one that involves explanatory asymmetry and natural priority. We think p's being true is a
different property from p's being believed by someone; and, in Aristotle's view, we do not find an appropriately
different property unless we assume the particular sort of correspondence that he has in mind.

He answers only the fairly crude Protagorean attempt to show that a property that is recognizably truth can be
understood and explained without a realist assumption. Many more subtle successors of Protagoras have thought they
could succeed where he failed. An alternative strategy might concede that Aristotle is right about the ordinary concept
of truth and the property it ostensibly picks out, and might then try to show that this concept can safely be abandoned
in favour of some substitute that avoids commitment to any realist assumptions.

One reason for rejecting realist assumptions about truth results from their epistemological difficulties. For Protagoras,
as for his subtler successors, metaphysical realism seems both to leave room for scepticism and to leave no escape
from scepticism; it often seems difficult to see how we could be justified in believing anything of the sort that could
meet metaphysical realist conditions. Aristotle's views on truth and natural priority impose a stringent test on anyone,
including Aristotle himself, who claims to find objective first principles. We need to give some reason for believing that
we have described a state of affairs with properties that explain, and are not explained by, the properties of our beliefs,
theories, assumptions, or habits of mind."

We must, therefore, if Aristotle is right, show that our first principles cannot be explained in the way Hume offers to
explain some alleged principles, as results of the tendency of the mind to spread itself on objects." In Hume's view, we
tend to attribute features to objects
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because of facts about ourselves and our mental habits; and if we can show this about a putative first principle, then it
does not meet Aristotle's conditions for being an objective first principle. To have good reason for believing we have
found a first principle, we must have good reason for believing that the Aristotelian rather than the Humean direction
of explanation is the right one in this case.

For these reasons, Aristotle is not stating a platitude or a triviality when he claims that philosophy proceeds from things
known to us to things known by nature. His claim, as he interprets it, implies that inquiry must reach objective first
principles satisfying metaphysical realist conditions. In claiming that progress is required, he assumes that we lack a
natural intuition of the objective principles at the beginning of our inquiry, and that a reasonable question arises about
whether any of our initial beliefs is an objective first principle or not. And since the (non-propositional) things known
by nature must be naturally prior to our beliefs, and must explain their truth, philosophical inquiry must eventually give
us good reason for believing we have found (propositional) principles describing such things, if it is indeed a road
towards first principles.

3. Dialectic and Philosophy

In speaking of Aristotle's philosophical works and arguments, I have been referring fairly loosely to those that we
would normally count as philosophical, as opposed to his more detailed empirical inquiries. Aristotle himself takes
‘dialectical” argument to be the characteristic and distinctive feature of the works that strike us as philosophical; and in
describing them this way, he expresses his view of the nature and status of these arguments.

‘Dialectic’ (dialektiké) is Plato's name for the sort of systematic discussion (dialegesthai) that is practised in Plato's
Socratic dialogues (dialogor). Socrates discusses common beliefs about ethical questions through a conversation that
involves the systematic cross-examination of an interlocutor and his intuitive beliefs, exposure of the puzzles they raise,
and several attempts to solve the puzzles by modifying the initial beliefs.”” In the Socratic dialogues the discussion often
ends in puzzlement and apparent confusion. But in the Profagoras and Gorgias, and in many later dialogues, Plato does
explicitly what he does implicitly in the earlier dialogues, using the Socratic method to argue for positive philosophical
positions; he regards dialectic as the primary method of philosophical inquiry."”

For Aristotle as well as Plato, dialectic remains closely connected with
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the Socratic conversation. The Topics is a handbook for the conduct of such conversation—both its procedural rules
and the philosophical doctrines that are most generally appropriate in arguments on a wide variety of issues. A Socratic
conversation need not aim at positive philosophical progress; we might undertake it simply to see how many
reasonable difficulties can be raised for a particular position, or for a particular speaker's defence of it. But Aristotle
retains Plato's belief that dialectic is also a method for reaching positive conclusions; this is why he claims that it has a
road towards first principles (Tgp. 101b3—4)."

The constructive role of dialectic is not as obvious in Aristotle as it is in Plato, because the surviving works do not
present his argument in the form of Socratic dialogue. They are not conversations with several speakers, but
continuous treatises in which the author appears, as Plato never does in the dialogues, in his own person. Still, this
difference in presentation does not reflect a basic difference in method. Aristotle's works show their dialectical
character by their conformity to the rules of the Tupics, and ultimately to the pattern of the Platonic dialogues.”
Aristotle intends such works as the De Awnima, the Physics, and the Ethics to fulfil the claims made in the Topics for the
constructive uses of dialectic.

4. Puzzles About Dialectic

If dialectic has a road to objective first principles, then Aristotle's dialectical arguments should give us some reasonable
grounds for confidence that they lead us to objective principles that are prior and better known by nature. But at this
point a serious difficulty arises. Aristotle's description of dialectical method seems to offer no grounds for believing
that it systematically reaches objective first principles. It examines commonly held beliefs (endoxa), and if it is successful,
it reaches a more coherent version of the beliefs we began with, solving the puzzles revealed by our examination of the
initial beliefs. But coherence within common beliefs does not seem to be a ground for claiming to have found objective
principles.

This difficulty leads into the central issues that I discuss in this book. The basic issue is quite simple, and arises about
any philosopher; we have to compare the philosophet's method with the ostensible conclusion of the arguments, and
see if the method is powerful enough to justify belief in the conclusion. Two specific versions of this basic issue apply
especially to Aristotle.

First, metaphysical realism has often seemed hard to accept because it seems hard to combine with any reasonable
epistemological position.



CHAPTER 1 § 4 9

Realists must allow the logical possibility of the truth of scepticism, since they take truth to consist in the
correspondence of beliefs to some reality that is logically independent of them,; this logical independence implies the
logical possibility that all our beliefs are false, and therefore leaves logical room for the sceptical doubt to be correct.
Any justification appealing to coherence between beliefs seems to leave room for sceptical doubt; and it has sometimes
seemed that only beliefs immune to doubt could be reasonable foundations for realist claims. The search for beliefs
immune to doubt leads naturally to a foundationalist conception of justification, according to which all inferential
justification depends on beliefs that are non-inferentially justified and self-evident. It is by no means obvious that this
is a satisfactory epistemological position, either in itself or as a companion to metaphysical realism. But it is easy to
suppose that a conception of justification as coherence suits a conception of truth as coherence among beliefs, and that
a conception of truth as correspondence (interpreted in realist terms) requires a foundationalist conception of
justification.

Second, any dialectical method of philosophical argument seems to raise questions about the status of its conclusions.
Philosophers have often thought it reasonable to appeal to ‘what we intuitively believe” or ‘what we find it natural to
say’, and they think the philosopher's task is to give the most coherent account of these intuitive beliefs. Critics of this
method often ask why our intuitive beliefs should be taken as norms of reasonable belief, and why we should be
especially concerned to find a coherent account of intuitive beliefs. Perhaps the results of scientific inquiry will
challenge our initial intuitive beliefs, and will lead us to say things we initially found unnatural; but why should that lead
us to prefer our initial beliefs over the conclusions of science? The use of dialectical philosophy seems to be severely
limited; we seem to have no reason to claim that it leads us to the truth. Even if we agree that some sort of coherence

among beliefs is a reasonable basis for claims to knowledge, dialectical philosophy seems to overestimate intuitive
beliefs.

Each of these two specific issues about methods and conclusions might arise without the other. But they are especially
acute in Aristotle, since he seems to face the worst of both worlds. Since he is a realist in metaphysics, but practises
dialectical philosophy, the apparent gap between his method and his conclusions should be quite striking, and should
raise some questions for us, whether or not Aristotle sees them himself.

In fact he does see some of the questions. Indeed he insists on the limits of dialectic, in order to contrast it with
demonstrative science. Science, as opposed to dialectic, is supposed to rely on objective first
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principles, and to expound their consequences; it claims the sort of objectivity that (in his view) dialectic cannot
justifiably claim.

We might suppose, then, that even if Aristotle is wrong about dialectic, that does not matter much, because the task of
finding objective first principles and showing that we have found them really belongs to demonstrative science. But
this solution fails: for it is not clear how Aristotle can show that any discipline meets the conditions he imposes on
scientific knowledge. Each Aristotelian science must assume, but cannot prove, the objective truth of its own first
principles, and apparently no scientific argument can show that the principles themselves are objectively true.”

These different claims about dialectic and science add up to a puzzle about dialectic, and a more general puzzle about
first principles. Aristotle claims that dialectic has a road to first principles, but seems to imply that, because it depends
on common beliefs, it cannot reach first principles. Further, he claims that a science must rest on objective first
principles; but he cannot explain how we are justified in believing that it has found them.

Aristotle believes, however, that he can argue for the objective truth of first principles; and in Metaphysics iv he
introduces a science that claims to argue for the first principles of the other sciences; and this science differs from
dialectic in so far as dialectic relies on common beliefs, and this science relies on objective truths. This universal
science, called ‘the science of being’ or ‘first philosophy’, seems to remove the difficulties that we raised about dialectic.

On the other hand, further difficulties now arise: (1) In his earlier works Aristotle seemed to reject the possibility of the
sort of universal science that he accepts in the Metaphysics. (2) The method of the universal science looks suspiciously
similar to the method of dialectic, which seemed unable to reach the objective first principles that universal science is
supposed to reach.

These difficulties about the Mefaphysics raise my main questions. Has Aristotle really found a reasonable conception of a
universal science that answers his own objections? Does he show that the objections against dialectic do not affect the
universal science? Most of this book is devoted to showing how these questions arise, to defending an affirmative
answer to each of them, and to exploring the implications of the answers. These are initially questions about Aristotle's
method; but they raise wider issues about his philosophical development, and about the structure and plausibility of his
doctrines. I will therefore pause to explain the connexion between the questions about method and these wider issues.
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5. Aristotle's Development

Ancient and mediaeval students of Aristotle read his works as though the order of composition did not matter,
assuming that they all expound the same system. Commentators freely illustrate remarks in one work by appeal to
another work, on the assumption that the second work will always express the general view that Aristotle had in mind
in writing the first. In the particular case that concerns us, commentators readily expound Aristotle's remarks about
dialectic, science, and first principles in the light of his doctrines about universal science in the Mezaphysics. They do not
even raise the possibility that Aristotle might hold different views in different works."

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, by contrast, the study of Aristotle has been heavily influenced by questions
about Aristotle's development; students normally regard it as a possibility to be taken seriously, even though they
disagree about how much difference it makes. It has generally been thought useful to trace the development of Plato's
thought; and some students of Aristotle have wanted to do the same thing for him. So far, however, these efforts have
not resulted in even the limited degree of fairly widespread (but by no means universal) agreement that has been
reached for Plato. Most students (going back at least to Aristotle) at least distinguish Plato's early ‘Socratic’ dialogues
from his middle and later dialogues; but there is no similar agreed division in Aristotle's works.

Some have suggested that since Aristotle spent the first twenty years of his philosophical career in Plato's Academy, he
is likely to have agreed with Plato, and likely to have moved away gradually from Platonic views."” I will not discuss this
view of Aristotle's development, since I think it has been refuted. There is no evidence that Aristotle was ever a disciple
of Plato (in the sense of accepting all the main philosophical doctrines discoverable from Plato's dialogues), or that his
later works are less Platonic than his earlier.”

A more plausible picture of Aristotle's development suggests that his earlier philosophical views are the product of his
criticisms of Plato, resulting from actual debate in the Academy; further reflexion on Plato led him, in later works, to
form a more sympathetic view of some of Plato's views and doctrines.” Like the first picture, this picture presents a
philosopher dominated by his teacher; whereas the first picture presents a young disciple gradually bringing himself to
differ with his teacher, the second portrays the fierce young critic gradually reaching a more balanced view of the views
he initially criticized.

Each picture has parallels in the careers of other philosophers; and we lack the biographical evidence to decide
between them. But I think the
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second picture is much nearer the truth. There are no Platonizing early works (as the first picture would suggest), but
in works that are plausibly (on different grounds) regarded as earlier, Aristotle's position is further from Plato's on
some important points than it is in some probably later works.

My objection to this second picture is not exactly that it attributes to Aristotle, as the first picture does, specific views
that he does not hold, but that it probably exaggerates the extent to which Aristotle consciously reacts against Plato. To
this extent, the suggestion that he formed his views in dialectical debate in the Academy seems to me to overlook the
probable independence of Aristotle's own reflexion on philosophical problems.” I see no good reason to believe that
he spent most of his time deciding whether to agree or disagree with Plato, and hence I doubt if attention to debates
with Plato or Platonism is likely to explain his philosophical development. I am inclined to think the comments on
Plato are an incidental result of Aristotle's reflexion on problems that arise for him apart from any Platonic context.
Indeed, it is useful to examine Aristotle's reaction to Plato precisely because Aristotle is aware of questions about Plato
that he would probably never have noticed if he had confined himself to thinking about Plato.

Though I do not intend to discuss Aristotle's development in full, the question arises for me, as it does not for some
other recent writers on Aristotle, because I think some attention to his probable development throws some light on the
doctrine of different treatises. This is not everyone's view. The developmental schemes that have been proposed have
been applied to particular Aristotelian works in ways that have not been wholly convincing; and attempts to discover
chronological layers have often rested on appeals to alleged contradictions that turn out not to be contradictions at all
once we understand the argument better.” Justified scepticism about the results of developmental schemes has moved
some contemporary students to set aside questions of development, and to return to a more traditional ‘static’ view of
Aristotle. Such a static view is no less probable a priori than either of the developmental pictures; and if we accept it as
a working hypothesis, it has some useful results.

If we assume a static view, we will try to see how two allegedly inconsistent doctrines are really consistent, instead of
giving up prematurely and assigning them to different stages in Aristotle's development. Equally, different treatises may
have different aims that make it reasonable to expound a doctrine in more or less detail, and with greater or less
precision; and this explanation of an apparent disagreement is often more reasonable than an assumption about
development. In any case, philosophers sometimes hold inconsistent views, since not
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all inconsistencies are obvious; even if we cannot dissolve the appearance of contradiction, we should not necessarily
explain it by development.

I agree that these warnings against premature appeals to development are salutary correctives to some tendencies in
Aristotelian studies; and for these reasons I think the static view is prima facie plausible. Still, in some cases the
presumption in its favour can be overcome; and I would like to show that Aristotle's views on some issues suggest a
hypothesis about development. I discuss two major issues where I think Aristotle changes his mind: (1) As I suggested
above, Aristotle's earlier works seem to reject the possibility of a universal science, and the Mefaphysics accepts such a
science. (2) The account of substance in the central books of the Mezaphysics seems to differ from the account in the
Organon and in some of the treatises on natural philosophy.

If we reject a developmental account of these differences, we must try one of two static solutions. We may either (z)
show that the ‘earlier’ and ‘later’ accounts are really consistent, and that it is not surprising that they should be
expressed in different terms in different works; or (4) agree that the two accounts are inconsistent, and argue that
Aristotle might well have left the inconsistency unresolved. I will be satisfied if I can give reasons for rejecting the first
static solution. It is far harder to decide between the second static solution and a developmental solution. But it is also
far less important; for the second static solution agrees with the developmental solution about the philosophical
significance of the arguments, and differs only about Aristotle's attitude to them. I will simply try to suggest why a
developmental explanation is reasonable, and why it is at least not simply the result of error about Aristotle's views and
arguments.

I mention these two particular issues about development because I think they are connected. I want to show that the
major difficulties in Aristotle's earlier doctrine of substance result from specific features of his dialectical method; that
the conception of universal science in the Metaphysics differs from dialectic on these specific features; and that this
difference in method suggests revisions that remove the difficulties in the doctrine of substance. It is not a coincidence,
in my view, that Metaphysics iv introduces a new account of universal science and Books vii—ix introduce a new account
of substance; I would like to show that the two accounts are part of a fairly continuous argument. On these central
issues of method and doctrine, I hope to show that Aristotle's changes of mind are both intelligible and reasonable.
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6. Aristotle's Conception of Philosophy

I suggested earlier that in the works we naturally regard as philosophical Aristotle regards his method as dialectical. If,
then, he introduces the universal science of first philosophy to correct the apparent limitations of dialectic, he should
revise his conception of philosophical argument. The issue about dialectic and first philosophy should tell us
something about Aristotle's view of philosophy.

Aristotle's ‘purely dialectical’ conception of philosophy has two striking features that he later reconsiders. First,
philosophy is not a rival to the empirical sciences, and is not, as Plato conceived dialectic, the queen of the sciences.
Aristotle wants to avoid any suggestion that dialectic can settle scientific questions non-empirically. It prevents errors
that might result from confused thinking, on scientific or non-scientific questions; and to this extent Aristotle's view
might seem similar to the view of those who regard philosophy as primarily a means of avoiding conceptual
confusions. If we are tempted to overlook the fact that a word is being used in different senses, or that someone has
affirmed the consequent of a conditional on the strength of the truth of the whole conditional, experience in dialectic
will help us to detect these errors.

Secondly, the contrast between dialectic and science might suggest that Aristotle accepts the faitly common view that
philosophy is less objective than science. If we are willing to claim that the sciences tell us about an objective wotld, we
may still be unwilling to say the same for philosophy. Perhaps philosophy can clarify our beliefs, remove confusions,
alter our point of view, and so on; but all these results seem distinct in principle from discoveries about the nature of an
objective reality.

On these two points Aristotle's view is recognizably similar to some familiar conceptions of philosophy. He responds
in understandable ways to some rather striking and obvious features of philosophical argument. For all that, his views
ought not to satisfy him, in so far as they conflict with his claim (on a reasonable interpretation) that dialectic has a
road to objective first principles.

In the Metaphysics, therefore, Aristotle changes his mind on these aspects of dialectical argument. He still believes they
are true of ‘pure dialectic’, which argues indiscriminately from common beliefs. But he now believes in a universal
science that uses dialectical arguments on an appropriately selected subset of common beliefs; and he claims that this
science reaches objectively true conclusions about first principles of the other sciences. In his earlier works he follows
the tendency of much of modern philosophy to reduce the objective element in philosophical
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claims; but in his later works he accepts the sort of view that many modern philosophers have taken to be open to fatal
objections, some of which Aristotle himself seems to recognize.

If Aristotle's views on first philosophy express this change of mind about the nature and limits of philosophy, they raise
persistent and difficult questions that have concerned philosophers with any reasonable degree of self-consciousness
about their discipline.

The claims of universal science are surprising, because they seem to conflict both with Aristotle's doctrines and with
the apparent character of the treatises. Aristotle insists on the importance of ‘proper principles’, those special and
appropriate to each area of inquiry.** This is indeed one of the reasons for his earlier doubts about the possibility of a
universal science. The doubts seem to be reflected in the treatises themselves. Most of these seem to be separate
inquiries, not presented as parts of a single system; and Aristotle never appeals directly to a large body of doctrine
derived from a universal science to provide him with the premisses of his arguments in a distinct discipline. Just as
distinct empirical disciplines have their different proper ranges of empirical evidence and their proper principles, each
area of philosophical inquiry has its proper arguments and principles, and Aristotle rejects any attempt at a highly
unified deductive structure.

On the other hand, not every system has to be the sort that Spinoza (e.g) hoped to find. While it is clear that Aristotle
insists on the distinctness of different disciplines and their principles, it is equally clear that he sometimes relies on the
conclusions of one inquiry in the course of another. If he recognizes a universal science, then the connexions should be
important and pervasive.

At this point an inquiry into Aristotle's methods has to face questions about his substantive doctrines. For if we want
to know whether his views on a universal science are reasonable, we need to know what such a science claims, what
these claims imply for other areas of inquiry, and whether the claims and implications are reasonable. We need to see
whether the principles discovered by first philosophy actually improve the rest of Aristotle's philosophical position. 1
hope to show that Aristotle has a reasonable view of what first philosophy ought to do, and that he actually uses it to
do what he says it ought to do.

7. The Emergence of the Problem

The previous sections should have given some idea of the scope and connexions of the following chapters. I will now
introduce them a little more fully, to indicate the argument that the reader should expect.
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The rest of Part I (Chapters 2—7) is really an introduction to Metaphysics iii. There Aristotle prefaces his description of
the universal science of first philosophy with a lengthy statement of puzzles and difficulties. The relevant puzzles cover
four main areas: (1) Dialectic seems to be the only available method for the discussion of Aristotle's questions, but it
seems not to yield the right sorts of results. (2) We seem to be looking for a universal science, but we have reasons for
believing there can be no such thing. (3) We want the universal science to discuss substance, but we cannot make up
our minds about the appropriate criteria for assessing the claims of different alleged substances. (4) Since we cannot
decide on the right criteria, we cannot decide on the claims of form and matter, which sometimes seem to be rival
candidates for substance.

I intend to follow Aristotle's advice, and to examine the puzzles before attempting to solve them. Aristotle does not
bring up these four puzzles simply as an expository device, or as a list of other people's puzzles and difficulties. They
concern him because they arise from his own previous views on the questions. I will argue that readers of Aristotle's
earlier works should feel exactly the sorts of puzzles that Aristotle sets out in Mesaphysics iii.

The order I have followed above divides two puzzles about method from two that are primarily about substantive
doctrine. But I want to show that the doctrinal puzzles arise partly because the doctrines are formulated and defended
from a purely dialectical point of view; the weaknesses in Aristotle's method are reflected in the limitations of his
doctrines. To bring out this connexion, I discuss the two substantive puzzles (about substance (Chapters 3—4), and
about form and matter (5)) immediately after the discussion of dialectic (2), before examining the contrast between
dialectic and science (6-7).

To raise the puzzles about dialectic, I compare and contrast it with empirical inquiry. Dialectic is similar to empirical
inquiry in so far as it involves progress from things known to us to things known by nature; but it differs from
ordinary empirical inquiry in ways that reveal its attachment to common beliefs and to the puzzles they raise. This
attachment to common beliefs raises some doubts about the capacity of dialectic to reach the objective first principles
that are demanded by its constructive functions.

Such doubts about dialectic emerge from a survey of the alleged results of constructive dialectical argument. I
therefore examine Aristotle's general views on substance in the Cafegories, and his development of these views in Physics
i—1i. He appeals to ordinary dialectical forms of argument, but these seem to betray two weaknesses: (1) They seem too
indefinite to support his specific conclusions. (2)
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Even if they were more definite, they would show how things seem to common sense, not how they really are.

The account of substance betrays the first weakness, since Aristotle argues from intuitive distinctions that do not
support his candidates for substance. Though he appeals to a workable distinction between subjects and things
predicated of them, this distinction does not seem to show that his favoured substances are the only genuine
substances. Aristotle believes that particular men and horses are substances, and that particular musicians are not
substances, in so far as they are composites of a substance (man) and a non-substance (musicality); but it is not clear
that the dialectical distinctions he appeals to really support his discrimination. This difficulty becomes important when
he maintains, as he does in the Physics, that form, as opposed to matter, is the primary sort of substance. The
distinctions he relies on seem to make matter at least as good a candidate as form.

This first weakness in dialectic would not defeat Aristotle's purpose, if he could give some further reason for advancing
beyond the very general conclusions supported by pure dialectic to the more specific conclusions about substance that
he actually accepts. He gives no further reason, however, for reaching the more specific conclusions; and to this extent
he leaves a gap between his dialectical argument and the conclusion he seems to draw from it.

The second weakness in dialectic affects Aristotle's use of his dialectical arguments in the Physics. He speaks as though
dialectic can show that form is substance, that formal and final causes are irreducible to purely material causes, and
that therefore a purely materialist approach to natural substances is mistaken. He presents his own views on substance
and cause as successful rivals to the views of Democritus and Plato. But we may well wonder if Aristotle is entitled to
do this. For his opponents claim to describe objective principles and causes, but his dialectical arguments seem to show
at most that his opponents' views conflict with common sense. Since his opponents claim to expose the errors of
common sense, they might well be unmoved by being told that their views conflict with common sense.

Aristotle speaks as though his claims about formal and final causes are true of the world, not just of common beliefs
about the world. But he does not explain how his dialectical argument could give us reason to draw such a conclusion,
or how some other argument fills the gap left by dialectic.

It is important to see that the apparent gap between dialectic and objective principles is clear to Aristotle himself; and
this point emerges from his account of demonstrative science. For here he shows that he is well aware of the
conditions for knowledge that can claim to grasp
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objective principles; and he cleatly believes that pure dialectic itself cannot reach principles meeting these conditions.
He insists that the first principles of demonstrative science must be grasped in some way that guarantees their objective
truth. Since Aristotle holds a foundationalist conception of knowledge and justification, rejecting infinite regresses and
circles as possible sources of justification, he concludes that first principles must be grasped by some form of intuition
guaranteeing their objective truth. Since dialectic can only achieve coherence among common beliefs, it cannot give us
reason to believe we have found objective first principles.

Aristotle makes first principles seem hard to reach; for no reasonable method of inquiry seems to support the sort of
claim that would be needed to meet his conditions. Still, the questions he raises are quite reasonable. It seems quite
doubtful that mere coherence between common beliefs could support a claim to have found objective first principles;
and if this will not do, we need some answer that avoids the impossible conditions imposed by the doctrine
of intuition.

This problem about objective principles makes it reasonable for Aristotle to place the puzzles about universal science
in their prominent position in Mefaphysics iii. For in the Metaphysics he sets out to find a scientific argument for first
principles; but his own reflexions on science and dialectic seem to assure him that no scientific argument is available
for first principles. This puzzle, like the others, emerges directly out of Aristotle's own arguments; and the arguments in
the earlier works give no hint that Aristotle has any solution up his sleeve when he presents them.

8. Solutions to the Problem

After setting out the puzzles, I turn to Aristotle's solution in the Mezaphysics. 1 do not cover all of this work; and I do
not consider all the arguments that have been given for finding doctrinal conflicts or different chronological layers in it.
But I take seriously the possibility that at least some parts of it present a connected argument that is controlled by the
conception of first philosophy set out in Book iv. It must be admitted that Aristotle does not emphasize any continuity
between his arguments about first philosophy in Book iv and his arguments about substance in Books vii—ix. But
Books iii-1v regard the discussion of substance as a central task of first philosophy, and it is worth asking if the
discussion of substance follows the rules for an argument within first philosophy. What, then, are the rules?

In Metaphysics iv Aristotle describes a universal science, called ‘the science of being qua being’ or ‘first philosophy’,
whose methods are
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neither purely dialectical nor demonstrative, and for which Aristotle's eatlier works leave no room. First philosophy
violates Aristotle's eatlier prohibition of any scientific defence of ultimate first principles. The only sort of argument
that he allowed for first principles was dialectical; and since dialectic is confined to finding coherence among beliefs, it
could not, in Aristotle's eatlier view, offer scientific arguments.

If Aristotle is to convince us that his second thoughts on philosophy represent an advance rather than a retreat, he
needs to show how his alleged universal science works. It must have some plausible method for selecting the
‘appropriate’ subset of common beliefs for the right sort of dialectical argument. (I will say that such argument belongs
to ‘strong dialectic’.)” A proper account of first philosophy should show why its conclusions meet metaphysical realist
conditions. And if we are convinced on these points, we need to see why they do not conflict with the reasonable
degree of empiricism that turns Aristotle against any philosophical pretension to legislate for empirical sciences.

In my view, the method of first philosophy is dialectical in so far as it begins from common beliefs and cross-examines
them. But ‘first philosophy’ is not just another name for dialectic addressed to a special sort of question. It uses
dialectical arguments with appropriately selected premisses; and the main task in giving an account of first philosophy
is to give some idea of how these premisses are to be selected. I argue that the science of being is a universal science in
so far as it describes the features of reality that are necessary for it to be an object of scientific study at all. In Mezaphysics
iv Aristotle describes the two elementary features, arguing that an object of scientific study must be a substance with an
essence. His arguments against opponents of the Principle of Non-Contradiction, and against subjectivists who deny
the independence of reality from our beliefs about it, explore the necessary features of subjects with essences.

If some dialectical arguments argue from the assumption that there are objects of scientific study, they do not begin
from common beliefs indiscriminately, and the consequences of this assumption are not just the consequences of any
old set of common beliefs. The consequences of denying this assumption are difficult to accept—so difficult, indeed,
that they make it hard for opponents of the assumption even to formulate their opposition to it coherently. Aristotle
can fairly claim that arguments based on this sort of assumption are both dialectical and not merely dialectical. If first
philosophy can offer arguments of this sort, it can defend its claim to be a scientific discipline distinct from
demonstrative science and from pure dialectic; and it can show why there is scientific, not merely dialectical, argument
for first principles—argument that gives us a reason to believe we have found objectively true
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principles. First philosophy, then, seems to offer a method that leads us from things known to us to things known by
nature; and so its conclusions meet the conditions imposed by Aristotle's metaphysical realist demands.

In these ways Book iv offers a general idea of what an argument in first philosophy should be like; and the scope of
first philosophy will depend on how far this general idea can be applied. I consider in particular whether it can be
applied to Aristotle's arguments about substance in Books vii—ix, and I suggest some points on which we understand
these arguments better if we regard them as arguments in first philosophy.

First philosophy allows Aristotle to formulate the puzzles about substance more exactly than he does in earlier works.
In Book iv he argues that science requires subjects with essences; and in vii he argues that the initially confusing variety
of candidates for substance reflects our appeals to each of these presuppositions of science. An inquiry into substance
shows what subjects and essences must be like if they are to be objects of scientific knowledge—what sorts of basic
subject we must recognize, and what their essential properties must be.

I examine Aristotle's inquiry into substance in some detail (though not in enough detail to deal propetly with all the
controversies about it), because the details of his argument matter for our account of his method. As I understand him,
Aristotle thinks his eatly view—that the subject-criterion is correct, and that such things as particular men and trees
satisfy it—is roughly right. But he thinks strong dialectic can both modify his early view and explain the extent to
which it is right. First philosophy explains why the subject-criterion is important, and why we cannot do justice to it
without also doing justice to substance as essence.

On this view, Aristotle uses strong dialectic to support and correct the conclusions of pure dialectic. Other views of the
argument make it harder to attribute such a role to strong dialectic. If we think Aristotle in the Metaphysics regards
species rather than individuals as primary substances, we ascribe to him a much sharper divergence from his earlier
view; the conclusion that God is the only genuine substance departs widely from common beliefs; and if we think
Aristotle's treatment remains aporetic throughout, we must conclude that Aristotle's practice of strong dialectic fails to
solve the puzzles it confronts. I do not say that my view of Aristotle's doctrine is the only one that fits my view of the
role of strong dialectic in Metaphysics vii—ix; but views on these two issues must affect each other, and the task of
comparing different interpretations is correspondingly complicated.

Aristotle eventually reaches the conclusion that substance is form and that the primary substances are particular forms,
as opposed to the
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matter constituting them. At first sight, his conclusion seems to conflict with my efforts to regard his argument as part
of first philosophy. For his actual conclusion—that goal-directed natural organisms are the primary substances—seems
to rest on empirical considerations, especially about causation and explanation, that seem distinct from the very general
arguments about being qua being that seemed to belong to first philosophy. To see the point of the argument about
substance, we have to see how and why these considerations about explanation are relevant. I mentioned that in the
Phystes Aristotle fails to fit these considerations into his dialectical argument; and it is useful to see if he fits them any
better into his conception of first philosophy.

To answer these questions, I consider Aristotle's arguments for identifying the essence of some things with their first
actuality, a combination of actuality and potentiality, and for identifying this with form. The proper conception of
essence for first philosophy identifies something's essential properties with those that explain the rest of its properties
and behaviour; such properties are rightly identified with a subject's persistent potentialities; and these persistent
potentialities turn out to belong to its form rather than its matter. Hence it is reasonable to identify a basic subject with
a pattern of functional, goal-directed organization, rather than with its constituent material.

If this argument can be shown to be reasonable, then first philosophy shows us how to reach a plausible conception of
substance. It does not tell us the answer to some empirical questions we need to answer in order to know what the
substances are, but it tells us what empirical questions are relevant and what we should conclude from the answers to
them. If we have the right conception of first philosophy, and the right conception of the argument in the central
books of the Metaphysics, then the argument is a reasonable construction following the rules of first philosophy. The
solution can reasonably claim not just to resolve the puzzles about substance, but to resolve the puzzles about how
dialectical conclusions about substance could describe objective first principles.

9. Applications of the Solution

To investigate the degree of system in Aristotle's philosophy, I begin from the account of substance, form, and matter
in the Metaphysics, and see what conclusions Aristotle draws from it for his other philosophical inquiries. If the
Metaphysies offers us the possibility of strong dialectic and applies it to general metaphysical questions, how far can it be
applied in Aristotle's dialectical arguments? How many of these arguments are strongly dialectical, or can be defended
by appeal to
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strong dialectic? I examine this question by considering the role of strong dialectic in the De Anima, Ethics, and Politics.
These works contain a more or less continuous argument, depending on the conclusions of the Mezaphysics, and
defending their principles by strong dialectic. Ethics and politics are two areas where dialectical method seems suitable
both to Aristotle and to us, and at the same time where sceptical objections to dialectic seem well-founded. Strong
dialectic allows Aristotle to defend his moral and political theory against these sceptical objections.

To investigate the influence of his metaphysics would be a large task, and I have omitted many topics that would be
relevant to that investigation. I do not discuss, for instance, the rest of the Physics, or the details of the biological works.
Nor do I discuss his theology, despite its obvious connexions both with his doctrine of substance and with his ethical
theory—though in fact I do not think these connexions should make very much difference to our view of the nature
of first philosophy or ethics.” I have chosen to discuss the De Anima, Ethics, and Politics, because they share two
features of interest: (1) Their predominant method of argument is dialectical, rather than empirical. (On this point they
differ from the biological works.) (2) They seem to appeal at some points fairly directly to the conclusions of the
Metaphysies about substance, form, and essence. (On this point they differ from the later books of the Physics.) These
two common features allow us to test Aristotle's use of first philosophy.

So far I have discussed only the possibility of strong dialectic as a universal, non-departmental science. But this role
suggests further roles for strong dialectic outside the Mezaphysics. (1) To defend a dialectical universal science, Aristotle
has to defend strong dialectic; and this defence applies to dialectic even in its more departmental inquiries in physics,
psychology, or ethics. Here also it is worth seeing whether Aristotle relies on premisses that have some claim on our
acceptance apart from common beliefs. (2) One basis for such a claim might be an appeal to first philosophy; if it
supports a premiss of our psychological or ethical doctrine, then we have the sort of defence that makes it suitable for
strong dialectic.

The first of these possible implications of first philosophy is separable from the second; it is logically possible that the
premisses appropriate for departmental strong dialectic are quite unconnected to first philosophy. But in fact Aristotle
explores the two implications together, and he is right to think the second is a reasonable way to specify the first.

The use of first philosophy is most obvious in the De Anima, where Aristotle offers to answer puzzles about the soul
by appeal to his doctrine of substance. He seeks to show that the claims we can
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reasonably make about the soul and the body are all captured and explained by his views about form and matter; if we
identify the soul with substance as form, we find a reasonable account of the different states, conditions, and events
that are plausibly attributed to the soul. Dialectic helps us to find and to explore the puzzles about the soul; but the
conclusion is not a conclusion of pure dialectic. To identify the soul with substance as form is to identify it with
something that we have distinct metaphysical reasons to recognize.

The puzzles that demand a solution from Aristotle are general puzzles about the soul and its relation to the body, and
more specific puzzles about states of the soul—especially perception, imagination, thought, desire, and action. If his
identification of soul with form is a reasonable account of the soul, it should answer both the general and the specific
puzzles. If we find faults in Aristotle's account of different states of the soul, we ought to be able to show that his
theory of the soul is not responsible for these faults; and it would be a further point in its favour if we could show that
a more thorough application of it would avoid these faults. I will examine some faults in Aristotle's views on
perception and thought, and try to explain how they might be avoided by closer attention to the theory that is derived
from first philosophy.

Aristotle does not conceal his view that some aspects of his moral and political theory are derived from his account of
the essence of human beings; and he identifies the human essence with the human soul. Both the E#bics and the Politics
begin with general claims about human nature, and seek to derive specific normative conclusions from these claims. If
Aristotle's account of the soul is itself derived from first philosophy, then his moral and political theory rests on
metaphysical foundations. It should be worth our while to see how sound these foundations are, how much Aristotle
tries to build on them, and how much they can reasonably be expected to bear.

These questions are important for our evaluation of the Ezbics and its place in Aristotle's philosophical system, because
the Ethics is often regarded as a clear instance of pure dialectic. Here more than elsewhere, Aristotle seems to rely
explicitly on common beliefs, and to seek coherence among them. Those who accept such a method often do so
because they think ethical theory should not try to satisfy metaphysical realist conditions; our aim, on this view, should
not be to describe any independent reality, but simply to reorganize our initial beliefs.” If Aristotle ought to believe this,
then he is wrong to claim that moral theory describes objective principles.

This issue makes the connexions between ethical theory and first philosophy quite important; for they offer Aristotle
the best prospect of a convincing argument to show why ethical theory can reach objective
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first principles. If common beliefs can be explained, and partly revised, by appeal to an account of human nature and
the human soul, and this account in turn is defensible from first philosophy, then the conclusions of dialectical
argument about ethics may claim some support outside the particular ethical common beliefs that are the starting-
points of the argument.

Discussion of the questions about method and argument in the E#bics ought not to neglect the Politics. 1t throws further
light on the Ethics from several points of view: (1) Aristotle claims that his ethical works are a part of political science,
and he presents the Politics as a continuation of the Nicomachean Ethics. We should at least see if the two works display
any continuous line of argument. (2) The Po/itics appeals more frequently and more explicitly to Aristotle's conception
of human nature; it confirms our view that this is meant to support important ethical conclusions. (3) The use of
dialectical argument in the Po/itics raises some general questions about this method of argument.

The questions raised under the third head can in fact be raised as a general complaint about Aristotle's dialectical
arguments. If we confine ourselves to what seems reasonable to the many or the wise, it may seem unlikely that our
conclusions will be startling or radical. A conservative method seems likely to lead to conservative conclusions. This
suspicion about Aristotle seems to be amply confirmed by the character of the Po/itics, where both dialectical arguments
and metaphysical appeals to human nature seem to support politically conservative conclusions. Aristotle's rather self-
assured arguments for the justice of slavery, the inferior political status of women, and the desirability of rule by the
middle class seem to show that there is something wrong with his method of argument.

I examine the Ethics and Politics together in the hope of showing that strong dialectic of the sort practised in Mezaphysics
iv offers a reasonable reply to these charges of inherent conservative bias in Aristotle's methods. Appeal to the
conclusions of first philosophy allows us to correct some ethical common beliefs, and to vindicate those we decide to
accept; it offers us a partly independent point of view from which we can avoid the biases present in prevailing
opinions. If Aristotle consistently follows this method, he ought not to be open to the objection that he simply refines
and presents the prejudices of his more conservative contemporaries. But if Aristotle's less plausible conclusions are
not to turn us against his method, or against his metaphysical principles, we ought to be able to show that the correct
use of his method, and the correct interpretation of his metaphysical principles, do not justify the implausible
conclusions that he claims to derive from them. To defend Aristotle's theory against his conclusions, we need to
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show that his conclusions rest on errors that cannot be justly held against his theory.

For these reasons, the chapters on the Ethics and Politics are intended to draw together the methodological and the
substantive issues in the previous chapters. I hope to show that it makes a difference to our view of Aristotle's moral
and political argument if we take it to be strong dialectic, not pure dialectic, and that an appeal to first philosophy
makes his moral and political theory more plausible than it would be otherwise. In this case our discovery of the unity
in Aristotle's philosophy should encourage us to take his particular theories more seriously.

Indeed, I hope this will be a reasonable conclusion to draw from my argument as a whole. While I cannot hope to
argue fully for each point of interpretation, or to defend Aristotle's philosophical position against all possible, or even
all important, objections, I hope that the cumulative result will seem plausible and interesting enough, both as an
account of Aristotle's position and as a philosophical position, to encourage further discussion of the many issues that
will arise both for the reader of Aristotle and for the philosopher.



2 Inquiry and Dialectic

10. Aims of Inquiry

Aristotle's metaphysical realism implies that a genuine first principle is ‘known by nature’, in that it has the right nature
and character to be an appropriate object of knowledge; and it has this character, not because of some fact about us,
but because of the facts about an objective world whose characteristics do not wholly depend on what we believe
about it.! If Aristotle thinks we can form beliefs that grasp genuine first principles, he should describe some method
for forming them, and give us some reason for thinking that the beliefs we have formed by this method really pass
the test.

In fact he describes two methods of inquiry that begin from our initial beliefs and the things we intuitively recognize,
the ‘things known to us’, and claim to reach principles ‘known by nature’. Empirical inquiry begins from perception,
proceeds by induction and generalization, and tests theories by appeal to experience. Dialectical inquiry begins from
common beliefs, proceeds by raising and solving puzzles, and tests theories against common beliefs.

It is useful to distinguish Aristotle's two methods, because they suggest two different ways of passing the metaphysical
realist test for genuine first principles. In empirical inquiry, Aristotle relies on naive realism, in assuming that perception
accurately grasps features of an objective world, and on naive empiricism, in assuming that empirical inquiry preserves
objectivity in so far as it simply extends, generalizes, and appeals to the data of perception.” We might fairly criticize
Aristotle for overlooking several questions about the relation between perception, belief, and theory. But at least we
can see how the results of empirical inquiry will count as objective principles if he has the right conception of
empirical inquiry.

Aristotle's view of dialectical methods is less naive than his view of empirical methods. He does not assume that the
common beliefs that dialectic begins from must be correct, or that we can identify some correct subset of them in
advance of any theoretical assumptions. He recognizes that initial beliefs and proposed principles have to be examined
against each other; and he relies on nothing analogous to his appeal to the data of perception. To this extent his view
of dialectical
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inquiry is not open to the criticisms that are justifiably raised against his naively realist account of empirical inquiry.

Aristotle recognizes that dialectical inquiry is to an important degree non-empirical; and while this contrast is especially
clear if we accept his own over-simplified view of empirical inquiry, it remains even if our view of empirical inquiry is
less naive. But once we appreciate the character of dialectical inquiry, it becomes less easy to see how it can reach
objective principles; the naive realism that supports the objective status of empirical conclusions is not available for
dialectic. Since the characteristic method of Aristotle's philosophical works is dialectical, doubts about dialectic imply
doubts about his philosophical arguments.

In describing some of Aristotle's remarks as ‘naive’ or ‘over-simplified’, I am to some extent being unfair. Most of
them are relatively informal and intuitive; they are not meant to discuss or to resolve the more general questions that
we have raised, and it is unfair to criticize them as though they were meant to constitute a philosophical theory. But
their informality does not mean that they have no influence on him; and it is worth seeing what he takes for granted as
well as what he says about methods of inquiry.

11. The Study of Method

Aristotle recognizes, following Plato, the importance of understanding methods of inquiry and argument (EN
1095a30—b1; cf. Rep. 511a3—c2, Phd. 101c¢9-102al). He remarks that his predecessors have gone astray partly because
they have not fully understood their methods and aims (e.ge GC 316a10-14, Met. 992a29-b1). To this extent the
discussions of method are meant to be practically useful.

Aristotle is not simply concerned, however, with the practising inquirer. He also wants us to evaluate different
methods, so that we know what to expect from different branches of inquiry (Po/ 1282a3-7). Competence in such
evaluation is a product of education (paideia), rather than of professional expertise in any special science:

For it is characteristic of the educated person to be able to judge suitably by a good estimate (exstochds) what is right
or wrong in an exposition. For this is what we take to be characteristic of the generally educated person, and we
think that being educated consists in the ability to do this sort of thing, In this case, however, we regard the same
individual as competent to judge on just about any area, whereas we take {the expert in a science) to be confined
to some definite area. . . . Hence it is clear that, in the inquiry into nature as elsewhere, there must be suitable
principles (horoi) by reference to which we will accept the method of proof, apart from whether (the conclusion)
is true or not. (P4 639a4-15)’
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From these methodological studies we learn to distinguish appropriate arguments in literary criticism and historical
study from those in mathematics. We learn, for instance, what degree of exactness (akribeia) we should demand from
one or another area of study (EE 1216b40-1217a9, EN 1094b22-1095a2; cf. Met. 995a12—16). In mathematics we
ought not to be satisfied with anything less than demonstration, displaying necessary truths as necessary consequences
of first principles that are self-evident and naturally prior; but ethics is less exact, and we must not demand
demonstrations there. The educated person is expected to notice this difference.

Since he knows what to expect from a particular branch of study, the educated person also knows what it should
prove, and what it should take for granted. We display lack of education if we appeal to considerations foreign to the
inquiry being undertaken (EE 1217a7-10); Plato's Theory of Forms, even if it were true, would not settle a question
about the difference between two species of fish. The educated person knows when it is fair to demand a proof and
when it is not (Mez. 1006a5—11, 1005b2-5; cf. 1011a6—13), and what type of argument can fairly be asked for (cf. DC
287b28-288a2). He will therefore be able to estimate the performance of a particular branch of inquiry or of
an inquirer.*

The educated person does not simply learn the differences between methods of inquiry. He also learns that some are
better than others, and tries to find out if an alleged science meets the right standards for a genuine science. He must
therefore begin with some conception of the right standards.

For the educated person, then, questions about first principles will be especially appropriate. A proper science must
rest on first principles that are prior by nature to their conclusions. To know if this standard is met, the educated
person must know what sort of judgment might meet it; he must, therefore, be convinced that the conditions for
natural priority are reasonable; for if they are not, there will be no satisfactory account of genuine first principles.

Plato regards the evaluation of different theories and their methods of argument as a task for dialectic. The dialectician
understands the different methods of argument appropriate to different questions and disciplines.” She realizes, as the
mathematicians themselves do not, that they treat their first principles as assumptions, and do not raise the further
questions about them that a dialectician ought to raise. Aristotle does not say explicitly that the discipline forming an
educated person's view of other disciplines is dialectic; but this seems the most likely candidate.®

He says that some people ask for demonstrations in the wrong places
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because they are uneducated in analytics (Mez. 1005b2-5). But what they lack is not the capacity to formulate or (in one
way) to understand deductive arguments of the sort set out in the Analytics, but appreciation of their function and
limits. Such appreciation results from understanding of the kinds of arguments, proofs, and objections that are
appropriate for different sorts of claims; and this understanding is part of competence in dialectic. At any rate,
Aristotle's instructions on dialectical argument include rules about the proper way to challenge, or to leave
unchallenged, first principles and the propositions derived from them (Tgp. 158a31-b8). To this extent, the educated
person relies on principles secured by dialectical argument; and these principles themselves will be open to any
questions that can be raised about dialectical argument in general.

Aristotle's educated person is the intended beneficiary of most of his philosophical work. Such works as the Physzcs,
Generation and Corruption, De Anima, and Posterior Analytics are not addressed primarily to the natural scientist, but to
someone reflecting on the nature and assumptions of a natural science. These reflexions are pursued to the most basic
level in the Metaphysics, where first philosophy pursues systematically the sorts of questions that concern the educated
person reflecting on the sciences. Someone who faces the educated person's questions can appropriately begin with the
practice and theory of Aristotle's methods of discovery.’

12. Ways to First Principles

Aristotle's inquiries, described in very general terms, should be ways to reach what is known by nature from what is
known to us. He claims, equally generally, that an inquiry should begin from ‘appearances’, phainomena. But his different
comments on appearances indicate the differences of method.

Sometimes appearances are the empirical evidence collected for a theory:

Most principles of a science are special to it. Hence it is a task for experience to  {supply the principles) about a
given area. I mean, e.g, that it is the task of astronomical experience to supply the principles of astronomical
science; for once the appearances had been adequately grasped, that was the way to find astronomical
demonstrations. And the same is true for any other craft or science. Hence, if the facts (buparchonta) about a given
area are grasped, our next task will be to set out the demonstrations readily. For if our inquiry (bistoria) leaves out
none of the facts that truly hold of things, we will be able to find and produce a demonstration of whatever admits
of demonstration, and if
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something does not admit of demonstration, to make this evident also. (APr 46a17-27)

Here the appearances are grasped by empirical inquiry, and form the basis for empirical science. The accumulation of
particular appearances results in the discovery of generalizations, and then in demonstrations stating general laws.

Elsewhere, however, the appearances seem to be different, and to play a different role, because they belong to a
different type of inquiry. In discussing incontinence Aristotle says:

We must, as in the other cases, set out the appearances, and first go through the puzzles. In that way we must prove,
ideally, the truth of all the common beliefs about these affections of the soul, or, if not of all, of most of them and
the most authoritative (or ‘important’, uridtata). For if the difficulties are resolved and the common beliefs are left
standing, that is an adequate proof. (EN 1145b2-7; cf. Phys. 211a7)

In this case the appearances are commonly-accepted beliefs (endoxa). Aristotle does not refer to empirical inquiry, or to
the results of experience, or to generalization and demonstration. He speaks of puzzles, and claims that a resolution of
the puzzles is an adequate proof; such a standard of adequate proof was not mentioned in the account of astronomical
appearances and discovery.

These passages suggest some distinction between empirical inquiry and the relatively non-empirical method of
dialectic, two methods of inquiry dealing with two different sorts of appearances. Aristotle claims that dialectic leads to
first principles (Top. 101b3—4), but he does not claim to practise dialectic in every inquiry that leads to first principles.
In empirical inquiries, especially in the biological works, the path from appearances to principles (cf. P4 646a8—12)
does not seem to rely primarily on dialectical argument. This distinction between dialectical and empirical argument is
admittedly rough, and does not imply that the same work cannot include both types of argument. But it looks plausible
and significant enough to guide our discussion.

13. Empirical Starting-Points

Empirical inquiry (bistoria) begins with the appearances (APr 46a20-1).° To call something an appearance is to contrast
it, in a particular context at least, with the conclusion of an argument; what appears to us is what we take to be the case
immediately and without reflexion.” By this test all sorts of widely shared common beliefs (endoxa) will count as
appearances; and Aristotle certainly draws on them at the beginning of
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his inquiry." But he also recognizes a subset of appearances that are especially close to perception; these are immediate
and non-inferential because they are the direct result of perception, not because most people find them obvious
without argument."

A further subset of perceptual appearances consists of ‘what in each case appears authoritatively in accordance with
perception’ (DC 306a16—17).” But Aristotle does not say that we can distinguish these authoritative sensory
appearances in advance of inquiry. The rule ‘Begin from authoritative appearances’ cannot be a practical guide for the
initial conduct of inquiry, and we cannot assume that we have eliminated false sensory appearances at the start of
inquiry.

But though Aristotle must allow that some of the appearances we begin from are false or misleading, he does not draw
attention to this possibility as often as we might expect.” Indeed, he appeals quite confidently to appearances, on the
assumption that they are plainly true; he even counts as perceptual some appearances that seem to have a rather
indirect connexion with perception.”

All the appearances relevant to inquiry reflect someone's fairly immediate belief. Some are true, some false; some
perceptual, some not; some commonly believed, some not. Aristotle uses them all as starting-points for inquiry, as long
as they are not seen at the outset to be manifestly false. He speaks as though an appeal to appearances were the same as
an appeal to the observed facts; but that is careless of him, since he agrees that the initial appearances include false
ones. If he is entitled to assume that a given subset of appearances record the observed facts, he must have some way
to isolate these veridical appearances before the formation of a theory explaining them.

14. The Accumulation of Data

In fact he tries to isolate the true appearances; for the appearances forming the basis of a theory are not the ones that
we initially accept, but the ones we form as a result of experience (ezzpeiria) and inquiry (bistoria).” The inquirer looks
above all for observational evidence, fuller and more accurate than any that has been compiled previously; and the
result of inquiry will be a better grasp of the perceptual appearances, not necessarily of the common beliefs."
Experience should isolate the appearances that are ‘proper’ or ‘appropriate’ (vikeia) to the subject-matter, so that we

avoid introducing irrelevant considerations.”

A well-conceived inquiry that accumulates experience and discovers the appearances should also advance far enough
beyond common beliefs to find the puzzles (aporiai) proper to a particular area of study.”® We
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find some puzzles by attending to common beliefs and to the opinions of predecessors (e.g. Mesr. 342b25-7). But we
must not confine ourselves to these. The careful inquirer is to find the puzzles inherent in the subject itself, not simply
those that other people have found (DC 294b6—13; cf. Phys. 263a15-18). A mere survey of what people find puzzling
may not disclose what is really puzzling,

The source of our puzzles is empirical ignorance leaving us at a loss to say what happens or why it happens. Some of
these puzzles are easily removed by collection of fairly accessible observations; others are more recalcitrant, and we
need either a theory to explain something, or further appearances to fill the gap in our information. Only experience
can tell us which of the puzzles we feel are genuine puzzles, and which initially non-puzzling things are genuine puzzles
and therefore should puzzle us (GA 755b22-3, 770b28-35, 771b15-19)."”

The role of experience and inquiry in the discovery of the appearances shows that ‘appearances’ is to some extent a
misleading term for what Aristotle actually wants. Though the term does not mean ‘observations’ or ‘observed facts’,
these glosses suggest what he wants. The appearances from which a theory should be formed are primarily those that
appear to a trained and experienced observer as the result of systematic inquiry.

15. Induction

Finding the appearances, inquiry, the accumulation of experience, and the discovery of the genuine puzzles do not
seem to be temporally discrete stages of discovery. They all seem to be the same process, whose product is the
possession of the relevant appearances and the awareness of the genuine puzzles. This product, however, is the
precondition of a stage that does seem discrete from the ones we have discussed. Induction (epagigé) is the method that
Aristotle describes for the approach to first principles. It is the right method because induction proceeds from
particulars to universals (APr 68b15-29, APo 92a37-8, Top. 105a13—-14); since the things known to us are particulars,
induction can lead us from these to the things known by nature (APr 68b35-7, APo 72b27-30).” 1f the things initially
known to us were as universal as the things known by nature, then induction would not be the method that leads us
from one to the other; we would have to argue ‘syllogistically’ (i.e. deductively) (APr 42a3—4, 68b13—-14, APo 71a5-9,
EN 1139b26-8).*

If induction is the primary method of discovery, leading from the appearances to their causes, the appearances must be
perceptual, in a
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fairly narrow sense. For strictly perceptual judgments might well seem to be particular (“This is white’ “This deer has
antlers’, etc.), but the broader class of appearances includes universal no less than particular judgments, and if Aristotle
were concerned with these, he could not so readily assume that induction, rather than syllogism, leads us from the
appearances to their causes. By focusing on perceptual appearances, he makes it seem that generalization is the main
task in the formation of a theory; and that is why induction is the method of discovery. The task is to consolidate our
particular judgment that this F is G, that F is G and so on, into a universal judgment that Fs are Gs.”

Induction presupposes that experience has sorted out the true appearances from the false. But even correct perceptual
appearances may not be focused on the right properties. A correct view about natural kinds requires revision of
intuitive views (AP0 97b7-39, PA 643b9-26, 644b1-8), since it is sometimes difficult to pick out the right similarities
and common features (1op. 157a25-33, 157b3-8, 156b10-17, 160a37-9). To focus on the wrong kinds is to miss the
properties that divide things into genuine kinds by explaining their other properties and behaviour.” Inductive
generalization must therefore presuppose some explanatory hypothesis about kinds.

Aristotle's suggestion that induction is primarily generalization would be more reasonable if he could justifiably assume
that inquiry and experience have already produced perceptual judgments involving the right kinds, and so incorporate
the right explanatory hypotheses. But his description of inquiry and experience justifies no such assumption; these are
preliminary to the formation of a theory, whereas a plausible explanatory hypothesis is likely to be the product of
theoretical assumptions. Aristotle's remarks about induction, and about discovery in general, leave out many of the
most important and most difficult questions.

16. The Evaluation of Theories

A tentative theory should be tested, in Aristotle's view, by comparison with other possible accounts of the appearances.
The simplest test, requiring a theory not to conflict with appearances (e.g. Mesr: 357b15-23, GC 315a3—4), is
reasonable only if we have sufficient reason to believe that the relevant appearances are true.” In criticizing people who
hold on to their theories in the face of recalcitrant appearances, Aristotle insists that the appropriate test for a theory is
not its agreement with all appearances, but its agreement with authoritative perceptual appearances:
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The result is that though they speak about appearances, they say things that do not agree with appearances. And the
reason for this is that they do not acquire the first principles correctly, but want to derive everything from some
predetermined beliefs. For presumably the principles of perceptible things should be perceptible, of eternal things
eternal, or perishable things perishable, and in general the principles should be of the same kind as the subject-
matter. Because of their love of these {beliefs) they would seem to do something similar to those who maintain
their {paradoxical) theses; for they are unmoved by any consequences; on the assumption that they have the true
principles. They behave as though it were not right to judge some things by their consequences, and especially by
their end; and whereas the end of productive science is the product, the end of natural (science) is what in each
case appears authoritatively (k#7ids) in accordance with perception. (DC 306a7-17; cf. GA 760b28-33.)*

In saying that the end or goal of natural science is the appearance, Aristotle presumably means that it is a theory fitting
the appearance.” The test will give the wrong results unless it is confined to authoritative perceptual appearances.

Though conflict with authoritative appearances is sufficient reason for rejecting a theory, avoidance of conflict is not
sufficient reason for accepting it. For a theory may be consistent with the actual appearances simply because it says
very little about appearances at all (GA 748a7-11, GC 316a6—10), and so does not evidently conflict with them (DC
309a21-7). Aristotle, therefore, requires a theory to ‘yield’ the appearances.” It should explain them, and show that
they are reasonable or plausible, exlggon.® A good theory should remove puzzles, by finding an explanation that makes
the appearances seem more reasonable than others would be in these conditions.

A theory should also fit any new appearances that may be discovered.” We do the best we can with the appearances we
have available, but it is corrigible in the light of further appearances (GA 767b28-30; cf. 776a9-10).* Evidently, these
new appearances are not common beliefs; indeed, the very fact that they are not commonly believed makes it necessary
to inquire for them and makes them a useful test of a theory that accommodates the presently available appearances.”

These tests of a theory rely on our capacity to identify the authoritative perceptual appearances, to recognize a bad
explanation (if we are testing someone else's theory), and to find a good one (if we are defending our own theory).
Aristotle does not claim to begin his inquiries from authoritative perceptual appearances, but at the stage of testing a
theory, he assumes he has found them. Either he has no account of how we find them, or he assumes that inquiry and
experience sort them out from the false and non-authoritative appearances.

He speaks as though a theory could safely be constructed by
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generalization from repeated observations, and as though the result of such generalization were a sufficient basis for
evaluating theories. In giving this impression he fails to notice the importance of initial theoretical assumptions and
causal hypotheses, and their influence on our conception of the data from which we generalize. His views about the
testing of theories rely on the same assumptions that control his account of inquiry and induction.

17. Conclusions on Aristotle's Empirical Method

Aristotle claims that inquiry leads us from what is known to us to objective principles known by nature, naturally prior,
and informing us of an independent reality. His account of inquiry expresses these convictions; for he has no doubt of
the accuracy of our authoritative perceptual appearances, and if we use these to form and to test theories, we will reach
theories that correspond to the objective reality revealed by our perceptual appearances.

Aristotle does not justify his convictions. His account of inquiry and discovery leaves out those very aspects of them
that raise difficulties for realism. (1) He assumes that we can find true perceptual appearances to serve as the basis for
our induction and as an independent test of the truth of a theory; but some theoretical beliefs are needed to identify
these appearances. (2) Aristotle speaks as though we could perform induction by generalization from surveys of the
particular observations; but correct generalization needs some idea of the right kinds. Aristotle does not mention the
role of theoretical conceptions in forming our beliefs about kinds. (3) To reject theories that conflict with appearances,
we must have found the authoritative perceptual appearances; and to find those that explain appearances, we must be
able to find explanations. In each case we need some theory.

Each of these unnoticed complications raises a difficulty for the assumption that we discover objective principles. For
if we take account of what Aristotle overlooks at each stage, we must admit that our appearances do not provide a test
that is completely independent of theory. If, as Aristotle suggests, we could identify authoritative appearances
independently of all theory, then we would have some access to an independent reality against which we could test the
theories. If, on the other hand, we recognize the role of theoretical assumptions, we challenge Aristotle's grounds for
confidence in the possibility of objectivity, since we challenge the independence of authoritative appearances.™

A defence of realism through empiricism is closely connected with
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epistemological foundationalism.” If Aristotle can argue that knowledge of first principles requires grounds that do not
themselves depend on further grounds for their support, and that perceptual appearances provide these grounds, then
he can claim to have described a way to approach knowledge of genuine first principles. But in fact his own
appearances do not seem to constitute completely independent grounds; for in accepting some appearances as
authoritative, we seem to rely on further grounds and assumptions that are not themselves simply statements about
appearances. Either we have to reject foundationalism or we must reject Aristotle's appearances as a suitable
foundation. In either case, we challenge Aristotle's particular defence of realism.

Aristotle sometimes seems somewhat inclined to accept a foundationalist assumption, in so far as he sometimes treats
appearances as though they were self-evidently true.” But this does not seem a plausible solution. Even if he has some
reason for ascribing self-evidence to some appearances, he can hardly ascribe it to all the appearances we need to trust
if we atre to reach the right conclusion of inquiry. If, then, we doubt Aristotle's naive realism, his description of
empirical inquiry will strengthen, rather than remove, our doubts about the prospects of reaching objectively true first
principles.

Some doubts might be removed if Aristotle could give us reasons for confidence in some of the non-perceptual
appearances that guide our interpretation and evaluation of perceptual appearances. Since the discussion of these
appearances belongs to dialectic, it is reasonable to turn to his account of dialectical inquiry.

18. The Functions of Dialectic

Dialectic is ‘a method from which we will be able to syllogize from common beliefs (ezdoxa) about every topic
proposed to us, and will say nothing conflicting when we give an account ourselves’ (Tgp. 100a18-21). He refers to
common beliefs again, in his definition of a dialectical syllogism as the one that syllogizes from common beliefs
(100229-30). Dialectic has different tasks.

It is useful for three purposes: for gymnastic exercise, for encounters, and for the philosophical sciences. (1) It is
evident from the facts themselves that it is useful for gymnastic exercise; for if we have a methodical procedure of
inquiry, we will more easily be able to undertake the subject proposed to us. (2) It is useful for encounters; for if we
have catalogued the beliefs of the many, we will meet them, not from other people's, but from their own views, and
redirect whatever remarks of theirs appear to us to be incorrect. (3) It is useful for the philosophical sciences,
because if we fully examine the puzzles on each side
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(diaporésai), we will more easily see what is true or false. And it is also useful for {finding) the first principles of
each science. For we cannot say anything about them from the proper first principles of the science in question,
since the first principles are prior to everything else. Hence it is necessary to discuss them through the common
beliefs on each subject. And this is proper to dialectic alone, or to it more than to anything else; for since it
examines, it has a road towards the first principles of all disciplines. (Tgp. 101a26—b4)*

These different tasks are connected, and the third function of dialectic relies on the first two.”

Gymnastic techniques show us how to argue for different positions, and the ways in which different arguments can be
misleading; and if we know this, we can both raise and solve puzzles.” Further, we need to know how to conduct
‘encounters’; for we have to proceed through the common beliefs on each topic, and we must ‘examine’ (exefazein) the
prevalent views.” And if our examination is to make progress, we must ‘redirect’ (or ‘modify’, metabibazein) beliefs in
the right direction, and so we must know both what the right direction is and how to make someone else see that it is
the right direction.”

Aristotle's statement of the third function of dialectic is quite limited. He does not say whether a dialectical discussion
of a given proposition will ever supply sufficient reasons for believing that the proposition is a principle of some
science. The first principles of a science are supposed to be ‘known by nature’, and naturally prior, describing objective
reality. Aristotle assumes that the discussion of first principles through common beliefs is a way to approach objective
principles; and our examination of dialectic has to see how it is to perform this task.*

Moreover, in claiming that dialectic has a road towards first principles Aristotle describes an approach that is different
from the method of empirical inquiry. For his remarks on empirical method do not accord to dialectic the prominent
role claimed for it in the Topzes. Either (1) dialectic is a very subordinate part of empirical inquiry and (contrary to the
suggestion of the Topics) has no further constructive role; or (2) empirical inquiry is really dialectic; or (3) they are two
distinct methods. A fuller description of dialectic will support the third answer.*

19. The Starting-Point of Dialectic

Aristotle says dialectic is argument from common beliefs (endoxa); and these are the things prior and better known to
us from which inquiry begins.” They are beliefs of the many or the wise or both; they are also called ‘appearances’ (EN
1123b22—4, 1145b2-3, Top. 105b1, 159b21, APr 24b11, EE 1216b26-8), since what someone believes is something
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that appears to him (though the converse does not follow). As usual, appearances are contrasted with arguments (EE
1216b26-8), indicating that the appearance is relatively immediate, in comparison with an explicit argument.

The relevant common beliefs, however, are only a subset of appearances. Admittedly, they should be apparent:

but apparent not to just anyone, but to people of a certain sort; for it is an indefinitely long task to examine the
things that make something apparent to just anyone. (Tgp. 170b6-8)

Not everyone's opinions count equally:

To examine all the beliefs that some people hold about happiness is a waste of time. For many things appear to
children, or sick or deranged people, about which no one with any sense would raise puzzles. . . . Nor should we
examine the beliefs of the many, any more than of these other people, since they speak haphazardly about practically
everything, and especially about happiness. (EE 1214b28-1215a2)*

The relevant beliefs, then, are those held by fairly reflective people after some reflexion.

In rejecting plainly foolish or ‘haphazard’ and ill-considered beliefs, Aristotle shows that he does not expect the
relevant appearances to be the immediate reactions of the sort that might be reported by a survey of public opinion.
While the appearances are not the product of dialectical inquiry, and still contain puzzles and possible conflicts, they
should have been formed by people who are fairly careful to form beliefs that seem reasonable in the light of their
other beliefs, and whose beliefs as a whole seem initially plausible.

Though dialectic relies on common beliefs, it does not confine itself to discussion of them, and does not exclude the
possibility of proving something that sharply conflicts with many of them. Dialecticians also consider ‘theses’, positions
maintained by a philosopher in opposition to common views (Top. 105a3, 159b30, viii 5). The falsity of a philosophet's
thesis is not assumed at the outset of the discussion, and the dialectician's task is to see how far we must go from the
common beliefs if we defend the counterintuitive view. We may find that the counterintuitive position is more
consistent than its denial with the bulk of the common beliefs (cf. 173a25-7).

Since dialectical appearances must be common beliefs, and therefore must be commonly accepted, they differ in
principle from the appearances from which empirical inquiry proceeds. New empirical information discovered by a
single investigator acquiring experience certainly counts as a new empirical appearance, but since it need not be
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commonly believed, it need not be a new dialectical appearance. While Aristotle claims that empirical inquiry and
experience improve our grasp of the appearances, he does not claim, and has no reason to claim, that they improve our
grasp of the common beliefs.

Empirical inquiry discriminates in favour of perceptual appearances, and concentrates especially on these in forming
and in testing theories. Dialecticians, however, cannot isolate a core of true appearances by picking out the strictly
perceptual appearances.* Aristotle never suggests that dialectic is especially concerned with perception. We ought to
expect, then, that a problem needs dialectical treatment if perception seems inadequate for it.

If follows that the task of surveying and setting out the appearances will be different in the two types of inquiry. A
description of the empirical appearances will not confine itself to common beliefs; the inquirer will compile further
observations resting on wider experience of the relevant area. There is no parallel in dialectic. Admittedly, it must take
some care in the presentation of common beliefs; it must begin with a critical and discriminating survey, and some
Socratic examination may be needed to elicit people's real beliefs. Still, the dialectician wants to discover what people
really believe, not—at this stage—to replace their present beliefs with others. The sort of information that is collected
in the Historia Animalium is not particularly useful for dialectic, since perception and observation do not seem especially
helpful for solving the problems treated by dialectic.

The distinction between empirical and dialectical appearances is not completely sharp. An empirical inquiry may well
begin from, among other things, the very sorts of non-perceptual common beliefs that are the staple of dialectical
argument.” Similarly, some dialectical questions may be raised by a particular range of empirical appearances.* Still, the
dialectician does not characteristically rely on the appearances that are discovered by empirical inquiry.’” Even if they
raise some of her problems, they do not solve them for her.” For the dialectician as well as the empirical inquirer,
experience of the empirical facts is useful; but it is useful for a different reason. The dialectician uses empirical
information as a source of dialectical problems, so that she can see what cases the common beliefs need to be applied
to; and the information is subsidiary to the examination of common beliefs. For the empirical inquirer new
information replaces the common beliefs that were his initial starting-point; he is not bound by them, as the
dialectician is bound, for a statement of the appearances.”
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20. Dialectical Puzzles

In dialectical argument the next step after setting out the appearances is the examination of puzzles, aporiai. Here, as
opposed to empirical inquiry, consideration of puzzles seems to be clearly distinguished from the setting out of the
appearances, and seems to follow it. This is the order Aristotle regularly observes in his dialectical inquiries (e.g, Me. 1,
iii, EN vii 2). Though puzzles are important in empirical inquiry, they are not exceptionally important; the inquirer
mentions them in the course of acquiring experience and compiling a list of the appearances. In dialectic, on the other
hand, the formulation of the puzzles sets the dialectician her task, and shapes the character of her answer:

For if we want to progress freely (euporésai), it is relevant to have surveyed the puzzles well; for (1) subsequent
progress is the resolving of the previous puzzles, and we cannot free ourselves from bonds we do not know.” But
puzzlement of the mind reveals this about the subject-matter; in so far as we are puzzled, our condition is similar to
that of prisoners in bonds, since it is impossible to go forward in either direction {i.e. by choosing either one of the
apparently contradictory beliefs causing the puzzle) . Hence we should have finished our survey of the difficulties
before (trying to resolve them) both for this reason and because (2) those who inquire without first surveying
the puzzles are similar to those who do not know which direction they ought to walk in, and besides that do not
even know if they have or have not found the thing they are looking for; for the goal is not clear to these people,
but it is clear to those who have previously raised the puzzles. Further (3) we must necessarily be better placed for
reaching a verdict if we have first heard all the arguments carrying on the dispute, as though they were opponents in
a legal case. (Met. 995a27—b4)™

Here Aristotle distinguishes three functions for the puzzles: (1) They show us that these are the difficulties to be
resolved, so that we have more than a vague impression of something wrong. (2) We see more clearly the necessary
conditions for an appropriate solution, so that we do not hastily accept a solution that collapses on closer study of the
difficulties it was supposed to solve. (3) Our solution will be better balanced if we have listened to both the arguments
leading to apparently contradictory conclusions, so that we do not dismiss or ignore a line of argument that deserves to
be wholly or partly accepted in the solution.

Since Aristotle attaches such importance to the statement of the puzzles, they are prominent in his description of
dialectic. He cites the dialectician's capacity to examine the puzzles as the primary reason for thinking she can
contribute to the discovery of first principles (Tgp. 101a35). He even claims that the solution of a puzzle will be
adequate if it solves the puzzle and difficulties and leaves the common beliefs
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standing (EN 1145b6-7; cf. 1146b7-8, EE 1235b13-18; cf. Mez. 995228-9).

In dialectic we are puzzled if we are in the condition produced by arguments that seem equally cogent but reach
contradictory conclusions:

.. . the equality of contrary reasonings would seem to be productive of a puzzle. For whenever we reason on both
sides, and everything appears to follow by each of the contrary arguments, we are puzzled about which one we
should act on. (Top. 145b17-20)>

We seem to be able to reason equally plausibly from the common beliefs to contradictory conclusions; we are puzzled
and do not know which conclusion to affirm, though we seem forced to affirm one. We need dialectic to help us
decide whether we must give up a common belief, or reject at least one argument as invalid, or deny that the
conclusions are really contradictory.

Every dialectical inquiry should begin from a puzzle. The dialectician should not pick questions (problémata) from
matters that are evident to everyone or most people, since these matters raise no puzzle, or from claims that no one
believes, since no one would put these forward (Top. 104a3—8; cf. 104b22—4, 105a3-9, Rher. 1356b33—1357al). These
remarks suggest that a dialectician is not concerned with questions that do not puzzle anyone. On the other hand,
some dialectical problems (e.g. whether the universe is eternal or not) find the many or the wise or both with no belief
(Top. 104b1-5), and do not seem to raise puzzles (104b12-17).”

‘Raising a puzzle’, however, can be understood in different ways. Just as empirical inquiry identifies genuine puzzles,
not simply questions that we initially find puzzling, so also dialectic, by its different methods, looks for genuine or
‘objective’ puzzles. We will not actually be puzzled by a question that we have never thought of; but it might be a
puzzling question in so far as it will puzzle anyone who thinks about it carefully. If dialectic is concerned with questions
that are puzzling even if they do not actually puzzle, the dialectician looks for puzzling questions that do not yet puzzle
anyone. But if actual subjective puzzlement is required, then the dialectician is severely hampered; for our views may
be systematically mistaken in a way that prevents us from being subjectively puzzled when we ought to be. To discover
this we may need to find the ‘objective’ puzzles that are not yet subjective puzzles for anyone.

Aristotle's own surveys of puzzles make it clear that he secks objective puzzles. The puzzles he raises concern the
common beliefs, and their consistency with each other and with evident facts. But they are Aristotle's own puzzles, not
simply transcribed from his predecessors,
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or from actual questions asked by common sense. Reflexion on common sense may show that we are not puzzled by
all the objectively puzzling consequences of our beliefs that ought to puzzle us; and the dialectician's task is partly to
show that sometimes common sense is too easily satisfied.”

The nature of a dialectical puzzle suggests that it must be wrong or misleading to claim that nothing that is evident to
all could be a dialectical problem. For something might be evident to all, but turn out, on further inquiry, to raise
severe problems.” Perhaps Aristotle will reply that when we think about the question it will turn out not to be evident
to us, and hence not to everyone, after all. But then it will not be obvious at the start what is really evident, and we will
be unwise to exempt from dialectical scrutiny the propositions that seem evident.

21. Dialectical Puzzles and the Aims of Dialectic

The nature and role of puzzles reflects the difference between dialectical and empirical inquiry. In dialectic we find
ourselves accepting apparently cogent arguments for apparently contradictory conclusions, and we see that some
revision and adjustment are needed. Dialectic encourages us to reflect further on the beliefs we already hold; and the
puzzles show us where the revision is needed. Aristotle has no formal account of the sort of question that raises a
dialectical rather than an empirical puzzle; but he rightly picks for dialectical examination the questions that do not
seem to be settled by his methods of empirical inquiry.

Empirical puzzles are different. Most of them are simply the result of ignorance or unfamiliarity; we have no belief at
all, or we are surprised at the actual appearances. In his empirical inquiries—those in which he surveys empirical
appearances—Aristotle characteristically raises these empirical puzzles. In his dialectical inquiries—those that begin
from common beliefs—he characteristically raises the dialectical puzzles that depend on conflicting arguments.
Though he uses the same terms for the stages in the two methods, his selection of appearances and of puzzles shows
that he thinks they are distinct methods.”

The dialectician's response to scepticism results from the special character of dialectical appearances and puzzles. The
appearance of cogent arguments for contradictory conclusions is a serious threat to common beliefs. For if common
beliefs force us into contradictory conclusions, they conflict among themselves, and we must either give some of them
up, or admit that we do not know what to believe. The sceptical argument from conflicting appearances is intended to
force us
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into just this conflict, and to lead us to suspension of judgment, inability to choose between the conflicting views.”
Since Aristotle wants to show, against the sceptic, that common beliefs are reliable, he wants to show that they do not
force us into conflicts and suspension of judgment. He therefore has good reason to anticipate the sceptic, by
identifying the puzzles, and showing that we have the resources within common beliefs to solve them; and so he looks
for dialectical puzzles.

Certainly a philosopher might be sceptical about the veracity of sensory appearances, and Aristotle replies to such
scepticism.” But he does not characteristically believe that the truth of the authoritative sensory appearances is open to
serious dispute; and so he takes the task of empirical inquiry to be discovery of a theory that fits the appearances, not
the vindication of the appearances themselves. Scepticism about dialectical appearances is far more attractive; and
Aristotle correspondingly regards it as a more serious challenge to be answered. If the puzzles are insoluble, we may
find we have no good reason to accept the common beliefs we began with; and so the search for a theory is not merely
a search for an explanation, but also a search for a defence. A counter-intuitive theory such as the Socratic view of
incontinence is not dismissed out of hand simply because it conflicts with ‘things that appear plainly’ (EN
1145b27-31). Though Aristotle thinks it is desirable to defend the common beliefs, some argument for their truth
needs to be given in each particular case to show that acceptance of the common beliefs is the right response to the

puzzles they raise.” This demand imposed on dialectical argument distinguishes it from empirical argument.”

22. The Construction of a Theory

Once the dialectician has expounded the objective puzzles, her next task is to find some general theory or principle
that will solve them. Empirical inquiry begins from the particulars grasped in perception, and proceeds to the universal
grasped by reason; but in dialectic the contrast between particular and universal is less prominent. Indeed Aristotle
even says that we must proceed from the universal to the particulars, since the inarticulate whole is better known to
perception (Phys. 184a16—26). We begin with what is confused (184a18-23), and look for a result that is clear.”” The
progress from the confused to the clear is far more prominent than the progress from the particular to the universal.”

This difference reflects the difference in the appearances. Some of our empirical data may be confused or inarticulate,
but this is not their main fault. Experience helps us to discover new perceptual appearances, and
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to use them to correct some of our initial beliefs; and it would be quite misleading and distorting to suggest that its
main task is the clarification and articulation of our initial beliefs. But the suggestion is not at all misleading for
dialectical appearances. The puzzles they generate are a sign of confusion; for if we have arguments for contradictory
conclusions, we are unsure about the implications of our beliefs, and therefore about their content. In deciding if they
really imply what they seem to imply, we clarify them.

The primary method of empirical discovery is induction. An inquiry begins with perception and tries to add enough
perceptions to provide the basis for inductive argument to a universal. Aristotle assumes that the perceptions inform
us of particulars, and that our main task in forming a theory is to generalize these pieces of accurate information about
particulars. For dialectic, on the other hand, induction, though relevant and useful, is not the primary method.” The
common beliefs are often already universal in form, and the dialectician's task is not to generalize them. They are
unsuitable as first principles because they raise puzzles that the dialectician seeks to solve; and for this purpose it will
often be unhelpful to appeal to the generalizing function of induction.

Aristotle's view of dialectical discovery fits the dialectician's professional concern with the puzzles. A full preliminary
exposition of the puzzles is the right preparation for an answer, but it would be unwise to try to answer them directly.
If we simply claim that one side of a puzzle is true and one false, or if we interpret some other belief in a way that
avoids a puzzle, we simply add another conflicting belief to those that we have already found. We need some further
principle from which we can derive the distinctions and claims that will solve the puzzles; and if this principle is not
itself to generate puzzles and disputes, it should be agreed by the different parties to a dispute.

Aristotle, therefore, characteristically begins his constructive argument by trying to ‘make a new start’ (D4 412a3—0,
Met. 1041a6-7, EN 1174a13-14, EE 1218b31-2; cf. EN 1097a24). A suitable new start should emerge from
appearances, or modified versions of them, that have not been challenged by any of the puzzles that have been raised.*
These are the beliefs that all sides hold in common (Phys. 213a19-22) or those that after examination still seem to be
correct (210b32—4); they allow the dialectician to begin with a point that is not in dispute.”

Aristotle's advice about making a new start shows how far the character of the puzzles controls the conduct of a
dialectical argument; the dialectician's method is different from the empirical inquirer's because the solution of the
puzzles is the dialectician's main concern, and he needs to argue from premisses that are unaffected by puzzles.
Moreover, the advice assumes crucially that we have surveyed the
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puzzles carefully, and especially that we have raised the objective puzzles. If we make a fresh start from beliefs that are
undisputed because no one has thought of disputing them, they may turn out to be highly disputable, and puzzles may
arise as soon as we appeal to them. A starting-point that relies on our failure to raise puzzles that ought to be raised is
not a reliable basis for claims about truth. Equally, we should not be deterred from relying on a premiss, if puzzles
have been raised about it foolishly and are easily answered. In each case we should be guided more by the objective
puzzles than by what people have found puzzling. Having used the objective puzzles to find a new start, we can
formulate our answer.

Constructive dialectic should profit from the gymnastic and peirastic functions of dialectic.” The practice of these
functions often requires a defence of false views and an attack on true ones (Top. 141a24-37, 159b25-35); but the
tactics are also relevant to constructive dialectic.” They are legitimate ways of challenging the defender of a thesis; and
so resourceful defenders should be sure that they are not open to such challenges.” The dialectician becomes aware of
reasonable lines of objection, and will be careful, as far as possible, to avoid them.”

23. The Evaluation of Dialectical Theories

In dialectic as in empirical inquiry, Aristotle rejects theories that conflict with appearances.” He urges us not to accept a
counterintuitive thesis with absurd or repugnant consequences (Top. 160b17—-22) just because we are too dense to solve
the puzzles that arise from denial of the thesis (Mez. 1012a17-20, EN 1146a21-7). He is reluctant to give up widely or
universally shared beliefs:

As for those who object that what all things seek is not good, surely there is nothing in what they say. For things
that seem € good ) to all things we say are { good) ; and those who undermine this conviction are not
altogether likely to say anything more convincing ( in place of it) . (EN 1172b35-1173a2)"

He claims that sometimes the critics of a common belief will undermine their own case against it, since any grounds we
might have for believing the critics are much weaker than our grounds for accepting the common belief that the critics
challenge.

Still, since the appearances are common beliefs, not initially certified as true, he must and does allow that it is
some