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Aporia and exegesis: Alexander of Aphrodisias

Aporetic reasoning features in Alexander’s work throughout - in the Aristotelian
commentaries, opuscula, and school treatises (two of which have words aporia and
probléma in their manuscript titles).! Much of Alexander’s use of aporia is prompted by
Aristotle’s texts he comments on, and very often aporetic framework is developed in
following upon the earlier school discussions and philosophical polemic against other
philosophers - both practices going back to Aristotle himself. Aporia as a genre of
Alexander’s literary output is constantly receiving scholarly attention, and much still
remains to be done.?

But in this paper it is not my goal to discuss an aporia as a genre in Alexander’s literary
work. Instead I would like to probe into a somewhat different area, that of Alexander’s
thinking about the aporia as a part of philosophical method. This is not an easy task, since
despite the ubiquity of aporetic contexts in Alexander’s work, there is no single place where
we could find the statement of his views on this subject. His methodological position can
be gauged from his commenting on the relevant texts in Aristotle. In what follows I look at
his discussion of the usefulness of dialectical method for sciences and at an example of his
exegesis of Aristotle’s aporiae in first philosophy. I will conclude that Alexander has a well-
defined role for the aporetic reasoning in the scope of scientific inquiry (section two), and
moreover, that Aristotle’s central metaphysical aporiae retain their system-building status
in Alexander’s own interpretation of Aristotle’s system (section three). I will begin with a
brief survey of Alexander’s Aristotelian background in his methodological reflexion on
aporia.

1. Aristotelian preliminaries: the form and scope of aporia

Arthur Madigan notes that in the commentary on Metaphysics Beta,

(T1) Alexander uses the term aporia in at least four senses: [i] a physical impediment to a
movement in a certain direction (the original sense); [ii] a state of perplexity (the aporia in us);
[iii] a problematic object or issue, such as to give rise to perplexity (the aporia in the thing); [iv] a
philosophical discussion which seeks to clarify a problematic issue, and to relieve perplexity, by
arguing on both sides of the issue.3

In the Topics, Aristotle criticises the definition of aporia as equality of opposite arguments*
as ill-formed, because it suggests that aporia is a condition (;taBog) of the arguments,
whereas it is a condition of the soul. Aristotle says that the aporia is caused by the equality

' Quaestiones (Atopiat kai AUoelg oxoAikal ¢uaotkai) and Ethical Problems ((HOka mpoBAnuata).

2 This work was started already by Ivo Bruns, the editor of Alexander’s school treatises in the CAG
supplement who developed a classification of the school treatises into several classes (Bruns 1982, V-XIV,
see Sharples 1992, 4-7). See also Sharples 1987, 1990, 1994, 2004, 2008, Fazzo 2001.

SMadigan 1992, 87n3.

41 anopia ic6TG €vavtiwv Aoylopdyv (Top. 6.6 (145b1-2)). Diring seems to suggest that the definition
goes back to Plato, but does not give a parallel (Diring 1968, 212).
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of opposite arguments, ‘for when we are reasoning in utramque partem and everything on
each side seems to us similar, we have a difficulty as to which way to act’.5
Alexander elaborates on this explanation as follows:

(T2) (1) But neither is it the case that the aporia is productive of the contrary arguments, but
rather the other way around. (2) For the aporia is a kind of affection of thought which occurs due
to the contrariety of arguments. (3) For when we are considering and scrutinising two contrary
arguments as to which one seems more fitting, and it appears to us that equality and similarity and
in being both ways belongs to each of them, then this kind of affection arises. (4) For instance,
when [a question] has been proposed whether the soul is immortal or mortal, and the arguments
undertaken for each case prove both [the positions] sought by the arguments, and with strong
demonstrations, in that case an aporia arises, which part should be sided with. (5) So, when all
[parts] seem strong and similar to such an extent as to have a difficulty which of the parts should
rather be taken, there is an aporia.®

Here Alexander focuses on aporia as a psychological state [ii] and distinguishes this state
from that which causes it, as prompted by Aristotle’s context, namely the discussion of
definitions. Outside this context, however, neither Aristotle nor Alexander aim to reduce
the aporia to a psychological state leaving outside the question of its specific cause. In
Metaphysics Beta, Aristotle uses the terminology of aporia to refer not only to the
psychological state of perplexity, but also to its specific cause, the underlying conceptual
difficulty. Alexander’s usage in the commentary follows that of Aristotle, and the
description of the cause of psychological aporia in (T2) is referred to as aporia in the
meaning [iii] of Madigan’s list, ‘a problematic object or issue’.

Aristotle outlines the progressive, dynamic structure of a complete aporetic argument.
This is what Aristotle, and Alexander, also called ‘aporia’, in Madigan’s sense [iv].
Aristotle distinguishes three key points within this structure. First there is an aporia
proper: the original perplexity, which includes both the state of the soul and its cause, the
difficulty with regard to the subject matter. Aristotle compares the objective difficulty with
a knot or an obstacle which must be known by anyone who wants to make a progress.” In
the first book of Metaphysics Aristotle famously speaks of the state of ‘wonder and

5145b16-20: Opoiwg 8¢ Kal TAG drnopiag d6Eeilev Gv TONTIKOV elval 1 TOV EvavTiov (06TNG AOYIOPRV-
otav yap £ audpotepa Aoyllodévolg NIV opoiwe dravta ¢aivntal kab’ ekdtepov yiveobal, drmopol-
HEV OTIOTEPOV TIPAEWUEV.

6 Alexander in Top. 458, 26 - 459, 3: (1) AAN oUd¢ 1) ATopia MoINTIKA £€0TL TOV €vavTiwv Aoylopu®dv AAAa
TO AvAmaAlv: £0TL yap 1 anopia ndbog TG dlavoiag U’ evavTioTTa AOYIOU®V ETIYIVOUEVN. OTAV YAP
éni duol Aoylopolc évavtiolg okomolol kal £Eetdlouoiv nfulv, molog YAANov dpuddlog daiveTal,
{06TNG Kal 6podTNG Kal & AudoTtépolc Kad’ Ekdtepov daivntal, T TolodTov Mdbog yivetal. olov
npoteBévTog i f) Yuxn dabavartog 1 Bvnth, Kal AndBEVTwV KaB’€kATepov AOYwV delkvUVTIWV Kal
dudw Ta {nTolpeva Adyolg kal amodeiEeowv ioxupalg, TOTe Yyivetal amopia, moiw T@V pepdv del
npootedfival. étav olv mavta ioxupd ¢aivntal Kai dpola tToocolTov HOTe Kal AMopelv Tivog TAV
Hep®V £oTal AoV ARWILS, aropia £0Tiv.

7 Meta. 3.1, 995a28-33: 1) yap Uotepov elmopia AUoIG TV NMPoTEPOV AMOPOUNEVWY 0TI, AUslv &’ oUK
€oTiv ayvoolvtag tov deopdyv, AN’ 1) g Siavoiag dmopia dnAol TodTo mepl T00 MPAYHATOG: 1) YAP
aropel, TaUTN Maparnolov MENovee Tolg dedepevolg aduvatov yap AudoTEPwG TIPoeABElV €ig TO
poOobev.
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perplexity’ as the starting point of a philosophical investigation, which should disappear in
the end when things become explained.®

The next structural point is described as diaporia. The term might suggest a process of
dwelling on the original aporia, but Aristotle seems to have in mind a much more precise
technical procedure of identifying and presenting the logical form of the aporetic
argument, and spelling out the difficulties in this logical framework. This framework
typically includes the two competing claims (thesis and antithesis), and two respective
series of arguments pro and contra.'® The examples of such a fully-fledged argument form
can be found in the fifteen aporiai of Metaphysics Beta and throughout the corpus.!* The
opposition of the arguments underlying the aporia has to be sufficiently stable and well-
founded, caused by a true puzzle and not a result of a mere oversight or a simple mistake
that can be easily corrected.’?> The aporia should also be distinguished from a verbal
paradox or a sophism, where a solution comes as a matter of logical technique.'3 On both
Aristotle’s and Alexander’s view, the impression of equipollence produced by the aporetic
argument cannot reflect the truth of the matter in question and must instead be taken as
signalling a problem to be dealt with by a philosopher.

Thus, finally, the aporetic reasoning must include the stage of euporia, when a solution,
‘passage’ or discovery of conceptual resources sought, has been obtained. At this stage, the
initial sense of surprise and difficulty should disappear. As Aristotle says, it should become
more surprising if it turns out that things are different from the way they are.'4 There is no
uniform method of attaining the euporia, and there is no single type of solution in
Aristotelian science.’> Still there is a robust expectation that the aporia will be solved once
we find a way of thinking about the object which will avoid all the shortcomings and

8 Meta.1.2, 982b11-21: “OtL & oU ToINTIKN, &AooV Kal €K TOV MPOTWV $pLIAocoPNnoavTwv-dld ydp TO
Baupdlely ol dvbpwrol kal viv kal TO Mp®TOoV Hp&avto dpthogodelv, £€ dApxAg HEV TA TPOXELPA TAOV
ATéMWV BaupdoavTeg, elta KATtd PIKPOV oUTw TPOIOVTES Kal Mepl TAV PelldvwV SLanophoavTeg, olov
nepl Te TOV TAG OeAvng MaBNUATWY Kal TOV mepl TOV HAlov Kal dotpa Kal mepl TAG To0 MAvTOg
YEVEOEWG. O & Arnop®Vv Kal Baupalwv oletal ayvoelv (510 kal 6 GIAOHUBOG PINOGCOPOG IS €OTIV: O
yap p0Bog oUykeltal €k Baupaocinv): WoT’ einep d1d TO Ppelyelv THV Ayvolav EpiAocddpnoav, pavepov
OTL B1d TO €idéval TO émioTaocBal £diwkov Kal oU XpNOE®G TIVOG EVEKEV.

9 For this understanding, see Aubenque 1961, Laks 2009, 28-29; Crubellier 2009, 49.

0 It can be compared, mutatis mutandis, with the structure presupposed by the method of hypothesis in
Plato’s Meno (86E-87C) and the dialectical method in Parmenides (135E-136D).

" We can also find examples of ‘abbreviated’ aporetic arguments, with only the most important opposing
considerations presented explicitly. This is more characteristic of the ‘empirical’ or ‘internal’ aporiai which
arise with respect to various positions of an Aristotelian theory which seem to be contradicted by experience
or other weighty considerations.

2 [rwin speaks of ‘objective’ aporiae, Irwin 1988, 41.

3 In the Topics, Aristotle distinguishes the dialectical from the eristic syllogism because the former is a valid
argument which starts with endoxic premisses, whereas the latter starts from the premisses which only
appear to be endoxic without being such, and may be an apparent rather than valid syllogism. (Top.1.1,
100b23-101a5)

4 Meta.1.2, 983a11-21.

5 Pierre Aubenque gave a preliminary classification of different types of euporia in Aristotle: (i) euporia is a
solution proper which eliminates the difficulty and replaces it with a positive theory (an example is the
discussion of akrasia in EN 7); (ii) euporia is a plausible hypothesis which is in principle open to revision; (iii)
euporia preserves some elements of truth that are contained in both the thesis and antithesis; (iv) it is
accepted from start that aporia does not have a definitive solution, and the solutions that are accepted are
provisional because such is the nature of the ‘eternal’ question (Aubenque 1961, 14-17).
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limitations of the two opposing positions. Hence the role of aporia in sciences is seen
primarily as a conceptual framework which allows us to study all the shortcomings and
limitations, as well as all the more promising elements in the aporetic arguments.

2. Aporia and scientific method

According to Aristotle’s theory of science developed in the logical corpus, the scientific
method of reasoning is demonstration or scientific deduction. It involves the application of
a valid deductive procedure!® to a properly defined subject genus in order to derive the
proper attributes of this genus on the basis of the axioms.” The premisses of
demonstration are true and primary, immediate, better known than the terms of the
conclusion, and have an explanatory priority to the conclusion.'® The first principles of any
science are indemonstrable, i.e. they cannot be derived from any more fundamental
principles.*?

Demonstrative reasoning is distinguished from dialectical reasoning, which is based on
the approved or reputable (endoxic) premisses entertained by the two participants of a
dialectical argument, the ‘questioner’ and the ‘answerer’.2° These endoxic premisses may
or may not be true. The reasoning used by a dialectician to arrive at a conclusion from
endoxic premisses is deductive. Apart from deduction, Aristotle’s dialectic presupposes the
use of inductive reasoning,?® and although Aristotle’s discussion of it in the Topics is
tantalisingly terse, Alexander fully accepts it, understanding it as a regular part of a
dialectical method along with the arguments based on endoxic premisses (we shall see an
example of his use of both methods shortly below).

The aim of the ‘questioner’ is to get the ‘answerer’ to accept a particular conclusion (for
instance, a claim which will make the answerer’s position inconsistent and thus disprove
his argument).?? The strategy of the answerer is to maintain the consistency of his position
as far as possible and not yield to a refutation,?3 i.e. be careful when granting agreements
to the questioner’s proposed claims (protaseis).>4

The goal of demonstration is truth, the goal of dialectical reasoning is persuasion. The
scientist has to ensure that the starting points of his demonstration are true and
appropriate to the subject genus of his science. The dialectician, unlike the scientist, is not
restricted in his choice of premisses: he can examine any thesis in any discipline and he
can argue for the opposite theses. The fully-fledged aporetic structure, with two opposing
arguments, can be an illustration of a dialectical argument conducted on both sides,
without any truth-constraints for the premisses.

6 For the meanings of syllogismos in Aristotle, see Barnes 1982. Here we can use the definition of Top. 1.1,
where syllogism is defined along the lines of the modern valid argument.

7 An. Post. 1.10, 76b11-16

8 An. Post. 1.2, 71b19-23.

9 An. Post.1.2, 71b26-29.

20 The importance of this ‘double-sided’ structure of a dialectical argument is brought out in Smith 1993.
21 Aristotle, Top. 1.12

22 Top. 1.10, 104a8-12, see discussion in Smith 1993, 337-8.

23 Top. 1.1, 100a18-21.

24 Alexander’s explanation of Aristotle’s definition of dialectic in the Topics commentary does full justice to the
roles of questioner and answerer. Alexander in Top. 3, 4-24.
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The question of the place of dialectic in Aristotle’s methodology of science is
controversial. That it must have some place is suggested by the overall structure of
Aristotle’s argument in many works where the study of the subject matter has as its
starting point the analysis of the difficulties which arise from authoritative endoxic
claims.?> This might suggest that dialectic after all does form a regular part of Aristotle’s
scientific methodology. But such an inclusive understanding of the role of dialectic seems
to clash with the Organon view of scientific reasoning as strictly demonstrative. It is not
my goal to discuss the whole debate about the role of dialectic and aporetic reasoning in
Aristotelian science,?® but I shall try to outline Alexander’s position.

On Alexander’s view, every science, including first philosophy, is demonstrative and
definitional. This pretty much rules out dialectic as a scientific method proper.?” Still,
Alexander takes very seriously Aristotle’s remarks in the Topics detailing the ways in which
dialectic is useful for philosophy.2® Dialectic makes it easier to see on which side the truth
is, just as the judge comes to know what is right through listening to both parties’, 29 and
the person who has argued on both sides will not be led astray by what is persuasive, and is
in the best position to see the solution to the puzzles.3° The most detailed and technical is
the discussion Alexander devotes to the last point: dialectic contributes towards the first
principles.3*

(T3) (1) What he adds is to say that dialectic is useful also with a view to the principles in each
science: (2) for no science can argue about its proper principles, because if one would speak
scientifically about these and prove them, he has to prove them from first things - this is the nature
of scientific and demonstrative proof - but one does not have any such first thing prior to the
principles. (3) So these principles of sciences which need to be provided with some confirmation
must, because they cannot be proved through what is true and primary, be proved and justified
through what is approved - and syllogising through this is a distinctive property of dialectic. (4)
Another distinctive property of it, as Aristotle will go on to say, is to provide a confirmation for the
point at issue through induction; and principles come to be justified most through induction. (5)
So the scientist will speak of the principles proper to his science as a dialectician or the dialectician
will do this on his behalf. (6) And if dialectic is useful with a view to the first things, the principles

25 See Owen 1961.

26 The literature is huge. For the argument for ‘strong’ dialectic as the method of Aristotle’s first philosophy,
see Irwin 1988, cf. Barnes 1991. For the argument that demonstration is the method of first philosophy, see
Bell 2004.

27 On Alexander’s interpretation of first philosophy as demonstrative science, see Bonelli 2005.
28 Top. 1.2, 101a25-b5.

29 In Top. 29, 30-31.

30 In Top. 30, 5-16.

31 My interpretation of Alexander differs from that of Smith, who relies on Alexander’s construal of the phrase
in in An. Pr. 293, 6-10, but does not seem to take into account his discussion of geometrical examples in the
Topics commentary (Smith 1993, 349-354).
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of each science, it will be so, as Aristotle says, for philosophy and its principles as well, providing its
usefulness there too. (trans. van Ophuijsen, lightly modified) 32

Both the utility of dialectic (T3.1) and the indemonstrability of the first principles (T3.2)
are Aristotelian points. Alexander’s expression ‘which need to be provided some
confirmation’ in (T3.3) may require a disambiguation. In the Greek phrase Tdg ovv
Seopevag TV apxdv TOV KATA TOG £MOTNUAG CLOTACERNS Tivog the participle Seopévag
could be understood attributively, and then the phrase would imply that all the first
principles of science are in need of some confirmation, since no confirmation can be
provided by the science itself, which has no further foundation beyond the first principles
themselves.33 The force of the partitive genitive construction will be to isolate the proper
indemonstrable principles as the subclass whose characteristic feature is this need of a
certain dialectical foundation. On this reading, the role of dialectic in science, as outlined
in (T3.5), would be understood along the lines suggested by Terry Irwin’s interpretation of
Aristotle: the ‘strong dialectic’ would set a kind of scientific discourse supplementary to
demonstration, providing a second-order justification to the first principles of science
which cannot be demonstrated.34

There is another possibility, however, and I will argue that it is the one that Alexander
has in mind in his discussion of dialectic, both here and in the Metaphysics Beta
commentary. If we take the participial construction in (T3.3) as predicative and
circumstantial, to mean ‘in case where they need some kind of confirmation’, the need for
confirmation will be dictated by circumstances, such as the necessity to respond to a
dialectical objection. In this case the partitive construction will be isolating not the proper
indemonstrable principles as a subclass of all the principles, but very specifically the
principles which happen to be in need of some corroboration, for instance, when they are
under attack by opponents or critics. It is in this case that dialectic can be helpful in both
defending the principles and at the same time showing ‘the way’ towards them starting
from the endoxic premisses. None of these helpful roles amounts to establishing the
principles.

The battery of examples that follows in Alexander’s commentary seems to me to give
support to this reading. Alexander gives two kinds of example to show how dialectical
reasoning can provide confirmation to the principles that need it. The first example is
showing that there are some things in philosophy that require a dialectical proof. It comes
from Aristotle’s Physics 3.5, where Aristotle argues against the existence of the infinite
body.35 Alexander gives his own interpretation of Aristotle’s argument.

82 (1) o1t ¢ O mpooTiBNOLr XpPHoWoV énowv sivat THV SIOAEKTIKNV Kal TPoc TAg kab’ £kdotnv
EMOTANNY ApXAg: (2) Tepl yap T@OV oikelwv dpx®dv oudeuia TOV ErmoTnU®V oia Te Aéyelv dld TO delv
MEV, el EmOoTNUOVIK®G Aéyol Tepl aUT@V Kal delkvUol TalTa, €K MPOTWV auTtd deikvival (totadTal yap
ai éruotnuovikai te Kal arnodelkTikali dei€elg), undev 8¢ Exelv TAV ApX®V TpdTOoV. (3) Tag olv
deopevag TOV ApX®V TOV KATA TAG ETUOTAMAG OUCTACE®G Tvog TG un dUvacBal deikvuoBal dU
AaAnBbdv te Kal MpWTwv &I €vBOEwv TIVRV <del> deikvuoBai Te kal motoloBal- TO d¢ dld ToloUTWV
oUANoyileoBal dlaAeKTIKRAG (dlov. (4) (dlov 8¢ auThg kal 1 3’ émaywyfig Tol mpokelyévou olioTaolg,
OC TPOINV EPel: pAAlOTa 8¢ TO THoTOV TAlg Apxaic 8l érmaywyhg TeptyiveTat. (5) ¢ SIAAEKTIKOC oUV
nepl TOV ApX®V TAOV dlwv O oAUy £PET, 1) 0 SIAAEKTIKOG UTEP AUTOU. i B¢ TPOC TA MP®OTA Kal
TAG KOO’ €KAOTNV ETUOTAMNV APXAC £0TL XPAHOLHOG, €in dv, wg eire, kal mpdg ¢pihocodiav Te Kai TAg
TaUTNg dpXag, mapexopevn Kal TalTn TO XPTIOLHOV.

33 Van Ophuijsen's translation renders cUotaolg throughout as ‘foundation’, which may give additional
weight to this reading.

34 |rwin 1988, 196-198.

35 Phys. 3.5, 204a34-b22, at b4-10.



(T4) (1) Aristotle himself often when proving things in philosophy, adds ‘logically’ in the sense of
‘dialectically’, implying that there are also things in philosophy that require this kind of proof. (2)
An example of such [proof] is as follows: (3) [P1] Every body is delimited by a surface. (4) This is
something approved, since it has been posited that a surface is the limit of a body. (5) Aristotle
used [this premiss, viz. [P1]] in his Physics to show that there is no unlimited body.3¢ By adding to
this that (6) [P2] Nothing which is delimited is unlimited he has deduced that (7) [C] Therefore:
no body is unlimited. 37 (trans. van Ophuijsen, lightly modified)

On Alexander’s interpretation at (T4.1), by ‘verbal’ Aristotle means °‘dialectical’
understood here as ‘proceeding from the endoxic premisses’. Aristotle in Physics says
nothing about this condition for premisses, and draws a distinction rather between the
‘logical’ and ‘physical’ arguments, along the lines of a familiar discussion of the two
definitions of anger in De anima.3® In fact, it seems that Alexander struggles to explain
why [P1] above is endoxic. His solution in (T4.3) is to say that it derives from a common
formula ‘a surface is the limit of the body’, which is criticised by Aristotle himself in Topics
6.4 as less scientific, because it defines things prior ‘without qualification’ through things
posterior without qualification.39 Aristotle in Physics 3.5 has nothing to say about this
derivative endoxon. Premiss [P2] is supplied by Alexander to derive the conclusion (7)
[C], namely that ‘no body is unlimited’. 4°

The dialectical context of this argument in Aristotle’s Physics is defined by the
Pythagorean theory of separate infinite, which is discussed immediately before this
argument. The argument itself thus can be construed as a necessary response to the
opposite argument, within a well-formed dialectical framework.4!

Next follows a series of arguments showing how dialectic discusses the first principles,
for the geometrical definitions. Geometry faces the objection that it is impossible for there
to be magnitudes with only two dimensions (surfaces), only one dimension (lines), no
dimensions at all (geometrical points), and it is impossible for us to conceive of such
magnitudes.

(T5) (1) That it is the task of the dialectician to speak about principles can be made plain from the
following. (2) The geometrician posits as principles of geometry that (a) surface is that which has
length and width only, and also posits that (b) a line is a length without width, and that (¢) a
point is that which has no part. (3) Some people object to this, saying that (a) it is not possible for

36 Aristotle, Phys. 204b5-7: €i yap €0TL owpatog AOYog TO ETuMEdw WPLOPEVOV, OUK Av ein odua
drepov, olte vontov olTe aiodntodv

37 In Top. 30, 12-18: (1) kal auTOg &€ MOAAAKIG delKVUG TIva TOV KATA ¢plAocodiav mpootibnol to
“)\oyu«bq )\éywv SIAAEKTIKDG, WG BEOUEVWY TIVAV TOV KATA ¢plAocodiav kal ToloUTwyv 68(F,aoov (2)
ola ¢oTl kai 1 TolaUTN-MAv owua EmnEdw wptotal, (3) 6 €otiv sv6o§ov d1a TO KeloBal owuaToq népag
glval v smqmvetqv @ SXpI’]OQTO ev (DUOIKOlq 681Kvuq 6TL pn €oTiv dmetpdy TL owpa: (3) ® TPocbeig
TO ‘0UdEV &€ wplopévov dnelpov’ (4) 'oldev dpa odua ATElpoV’ cUVIYayeV.

38 De anima 1.1, 403a27-b19.

39 Aristotle, Top. 6.4, 141b15-28. Aristotle notes that these definitions are very commonly used. Brunschwig
ad loc. cites as an example a definition of shape as a limit of the solid in the Meno 76A. See Brunschwig
2007, 217n2.

40 In Simplicius’ Physics commentary ad loc., the two interpretations are amalgamated, so that the ‘verbal’
argument is presented as ‘dialectical’, and ‘physical’ as demonstrative. The ‘verbal’ argument is said to
proceed from the endoxic premisses, but also to be the most common. Although at this particular point
Simplicius does not cite Alexander, given the dependence of his commentary on Alexander’s, one might
wonder whether Alexander is not his source for this interpretation of ‘logical’/‘physical’ distinction.

41 Aristotle, Physics 3.5, 204a8-34. Simplicius construes the argument as a response to Pythagoreans (in
Phys. 475, 11-19)
7



a magnitude to have only two dimensions, (b) still less to have only one, and (c) that there is no
such thing as point at all, since (i) there is nothing that will neither diminish what it is taken from
nor increase what it is added to, as Zeno of Elea said, (ii) for one cannot even form an image of
what is without dimension. (4) Now it is not possible to offer a geometrical proof that any of these
are real, (5) but the dialectician will have no difficulty in providing a confirmation for them
through things approved. (6) For having obtained that [P1] Surface is the limit of the body which
is approved, and that [P2] A limit is other than that which it is a limit of and [I1] having provided
a confirmation for this by induction, he deduces that [C1] Surface is other than body, i.e. that what
has three dimensions; and if it is other than that, [C2] it cannot have three dimensions, since if it
did it would be the same as body, for having three dimensions is what body has its being in. (7)
However, [I2] surface is seen to have length and width; therefore it cannot have depth; therefore
it [C3] has just the two dimensions. 42

The opening formula ‘to speak about principles’ (10 mepi dpxdv Acyew) in (T5.1) is general
enough to suggest that for Alexander dialectic is a special science of the first principles.
However the argument that follows shows something rather different: the role of dialectic
consists in answering the philosophical or sceptical objections against the geometrical
principles. Alexander’s exact sources for this whole argument are difficult to track down.
The principles listed in (T5.2) are post-Aristotelian and correspond verbatim to the
Euclidean definitions.43 The complex objection of the critics of geometry (T5.3) can be
related to a long tradition going back from Sextus Empiricus through the Epicureans,
Stoics, possibly earlier Pyrrhonists, to Protagoras, and the Eleatics.44 The objection points
up the inconsistency between the physical concept of magnitude and the geometrical
concepts of point, line, surface. We don’t have any further information about the position
of Alexander’s challenger: it can be a dialectician, sceptic, or a corporealist of some sort.
The two arguments are spelled out for the case of point: (i) it is unsound: that which
cannot contribute to the increase or diminution [of a physical magnitude] does not exist,
and (ii) it is inconceivable because it lacks extension. The same arguments mutatis
mutandis are implied for the lines and surfaces. We shall consider Alexander’s argument
in defense of surfaces, focussing on its form and function.

In a nutshell, Alexander argues that the concept of surface as distinct from body that is
used by geometers is both sound and conceivable. Alexander says in (T5.6) that a
dialectician obtains (presumably from the interlocutor) two premisses: one of them [P1] is
a familiar ‘less scientific’ definition of a surface as a limit of body, and another [P2] is an
analytical statement that limit is other than the body.

42 In Top. 30, 18-31,4: (1) 6TL ¢ dlaAeKTIKOU £0TL TO Mepl ApXDdV Aéyelv, €vielBev dfjlov Qv yévolTo.
(2) 6 yewpétpng TiBeTal pév év Taig apxaig kal o érupdvelav eival 6 Pikog kal MAATog povov EXeL,
TiBeTal 8¢ Kal ypapur)v uAKog AraTég, kal onuelov o0 pépog oudév. (3) éviotavtal 8¢ mpog Tadtd
Tiveg AéyovTeg (a) uATe Tt péyeBog duvachal diacthpata d0o Exev poéva, (b) €Tt 8¢ NtTov Ev. (c)
AANG PNdE onueldv T 6)\wq elvar (d) undev ydp sivar 6 pAte ddaipolpevov petol T UATE
npooTiBépevov alel, we o E)\samq s)\sys ZAvwv- 4dlaoTatou yap unde q>avmmav Tiva duvaacbat
)\aBsw (4) yewpeTpk®G pEV olv oux olbv Té TL ToUTwv ¢ Ov deifal (5) O &8¢ 610)\8KTLKOQ oUK
aropnoel d' EvOOEWY autd ouotrioat. (6) )\anv yap €vdo&ov 1O Tnv ¢rupavelav népag sivat tod
OmUATOG Kal TO TO TEPAg givat Ao to0 oU €0TL épag, kai TodTo Tf énaywyf ouothoag ouvayel mv
g¢rupdvelav ANV eivat owuaToq, 1007 €0TL TOO TPIXH 5[80T(.0TOQ el d¢ a)\)\n, oux 010v Te EXelv
auTv dlaotdoelg TPelg v yap dv olTwg N altn 1@ omdpatt év ToUTe Yap €keive T eivar MG unv
opdrtal pfikocg Kal mMAatocg £xouca- adlvatov Apa authv BaBog &xelv: Tag d00 dpa povac Exel
dlaoTaoelg, MKog Kal M\aTog.

43 Flem. Defs. | 1,2,5.

44 On Sextus and his Hellenistic sources, see Mueller 1982, Dye & Vitrac 2009. For Protagoras’ criticism of
geometry, see Aristotle, Meta. 3.2, 997b35-998a6, Alexander in Meta. 200, 18-21. Alexander’s quotation from
Zeno in (T5.3.i), may be taken by him from Eudemus’ Physics commentary: see Simplicius in Phys.
138,29-139,2.
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The reference to the inductive confirmation at this point is instructive: it seems to take
care of the ‘conceivability’ argument, since Alexander places a very high value on the
inductive arguments in dialectical reasoning. In this particular argument he may be
making use of Aristotle’s defense of geometrical objects. Sextus reports that Aristotle
defended the geometrical definition of line against a criticism similar to our (T5.3b) in
and argument ‘by privation’ (otépnoig) with the help of an illustration from ordinary
experience:

(T6) (1) yet Aristotle affirms that the length without breadth they talk of is not inconceivable but
can come into our minds without any difficulty. (2) He bases his argument on an obvious and clear
example. (3) ‘Thus we perceive the length of a wall, he says, without thinking simultaneously of its
breadth, and therefore it will be possible also to conceive of the “length without any breadth” talked
of by the Geometers, seeing that “things evident are the vision of things non-evident™;45 (4) but he
is in error, or perhaps humbugging us. (5) For whenever we conceive the length of the wall without
breadth, we do not conceive it as wholly without breadth but without the breadth which belongs to
the wall. And thus it is possible for us by combining the length of the wall with a certain amount,
however small, of breadth to form a conception of it; so that in this case the length is perceived not
without any breadth at all, as the Mathematicians claim, but without this particular breadth. (6)
But Aristotle’s problem was to prove not that the length talked of by the Geometers is devoid of a

certain breadth, but that it is wholly deprived of breadth; and this he has not proved.46

Alexander in (T5.6) seems to be using the same strategy of arguing from privation.
However, he does not rely on induction for indicating the scope of privation: this scope is
taken to be universal in the second premiss [P2]: a limit is other than that which it limits.
The inductive argument is supposed to support the endoxic premisses. Alexander does not
flesh out the inductive argument, but only outlines its place in the structure of the whole.4”
Thus, the valid deduction from [P1] and [P2] gives us a conclusion [C1] that surface is
other than the body. It is as sound as a proper conclusion supported by very credible (if not
true) premisses can be. Then it is easy to derive a corollary [C2] that surface cannot have
three dimensions, and using it again as premiss in combination with the second inductive
argument [I2], viz. everyone can see that a surface has two dimensions, it is possible to
establish a valid conclusion [C3] that surface has only two dimensions. Once again, the
conclusion is very credible and derived by a valid deductive procedure. It cannot be
considered a truth of geometry, but it is useful for geometry because it helps justify its
theoretical project and defend it from criticisms. So dialectical method does not form a
part of method in geometry, but dialectic ‘has a way’ to the principles of geometry. This is

45 Aristotle fr. 29 Rose.

46 (1) ¢noi un adavontov sivat 1O UNO TOUTWV AeyOUEVOV PAKOC ATAATEG, AAAG dUvaocBal Xwpic
naong meplokeAeiag eig Evvolav Muiv €ABelv. (2) (otnol 8¢ TOv Adyov £€rmi TIvog £vapyeoTEpou
umodeiypatog kal cagpods. (3) 10 yolv Ttol Toixou HAKog, ¢noi, AapBavopev U] cuveriBAAAovTeg
auTol T@® MAATEL, doTEP EvEoTal Kal TO Mapd Tolq YEwHETPAIG AeyOUEVOV HAKOG XWPIG TAATOUG TIVOG
éruvoelv, éneinep 0PI TOV AdNAwV £0TL TA dalvoueva, (4) TAAVOUEVOS | TAXA KATACOPILOUEVOG
NUGAG. (5) 6Tav yap TO ToiXou HKOG XwPIg TAATOUG VoM UEY, oU XWpIg MavTtog TAATOUG aUTo VooUuey,
AAa xwplg To0 mepl T® TOlXW KABEOTMTOG TAATOUG. 0Bev Kal €vdExeTal oupmégavtag 10 Tod
Toixou UAKOG TIvL TAATEL Kal 0Twdnmnotolv vonaotv autod roleioBal ®ote pfikog AapBaveoBat ta vov
oU Ywplg mMavtog mAAtoug, Kabdmep A&lololv ol amo TOV PaBnudTtwv, AAAA Xwplc To0d¢ TIVOQ
TMAATtoug. (6) TpoUkelTo &8¢ T ApLOTOTEAEL apaoTioal oux OTL TvOG TAATOUG AUoLPET TO Katd Toug
YEWMETPAG AeyOUeVOV UAKOG, AAN’ OTL TTAVTOG £€0TEPNTAL MAATOUG: OMep oUK ATESEIEE VY.

47 It is tempting to see Alexander’s argument as refining on Aristotle’s response to the criticism of a
geometrical definition, but more evidence is needed. lan Mueller notes the use of a similar argument in a
later geometrical tradition by Apollonius of Perga and [Hero]. Mueller 1982, 80. Apollonius apud Proclum in
Eucl. 100, 6-10; [Hero] Deff. 16.9-16.
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what dialectic does with regard to the first principles of all sciences, including the first
philosophy.

Since the context of a dialectical argument is a debate against the opponents it might be
legitimate to ask a question: would Alexander be able to win this dialectical joust against a
Sceptic, or an Epicurean, or a Stoic? Does Aristotelian dialectic compete effectively against
persuasive strategies developed by other philosophical schools? Aristotle in Topics 1.3 says
that the mastery of dialectical method is similar to that of medicine and rhetoric: it is
impossible to develop a winning strategy that would suit all individual circumstances, but
the method presupposes that none of the winning opportunities that depend on the
dialectician have been omitted.+®

Alexander elaborates on this and explains that dialectic belongs to the so called
‘stochastic’ arts, which ‘do not proceed by definite steps, but also require an understanding
appropriate to them with a view to accommodating the circumstances and ordering what is
said and done in such a way that this order makes it practically effective’.4° This is how he
details the task of dialectic following Aristotle:

(T7) ‘[Aristotle] says that our command of it will be complete when we have not omitted any of the
things that can be used in a dialectical argument conducted in a plausible way over the set thesis.
For it is not required of the dialectician that the interlocutor should always be led into a
contradiction, just as it is not required of the orator always to persuade: his task is to omit nothing
that is persuasive with a view to making the issue credible’s° (trans. van Ophuijsen)

In non-stochastic arts, which operate in accordance with well-defined methods, the
function (£pyov) of the art coincides with the production of the end-result (téAog): the task
of house-building is to build houses, and the task of weaving is to produce woven fabrics.
Houses and fabrics are also their end-results. In the stochastic arts, the end-result depends
not just on following all the prescriptions of the art, but also on the external factors which
are outside the control of the practitioner of the art. Thus, the function of a physician is to
do everything possible to cure the patient, but not simply to cure the patient. Curing could
happen as a result of unskilled help, as a matter of luck: such case would not count as an
achievement of medicine. On the other hand, valid rule-based efforts of an excellent doctor
are sometimes unsuccessful because of the nature of the case.5

Alexander’s elaboration on this short chapter may be helpful for understanding his view
on the role of dialectic in philosophical discussions. The task of ‘omitting no possibility’
presupposes that the dialectician has full command of the method of dialectic on the scale
as presented in the Topics 2-7, and knows how to exploit all these prescriptions for a
winning strategy in a particular case. In the case of aporetic argument in utramque partem
the dialectical method is applied so as to make equal provisions for both the thesis and
antithesis. This amounts to a methodological requirement for a dialectician to make sure
that both the opposite positions have been properly examined, with their strong and weak
points. This must be the implicit reason why dialectic may somehow ‘hit’ on the truth, even

48 Top. 1.3, 101a5-10.

49 Alexander In Top. 32, 17-20 (trans. van Ophuijsen): fj udAAov &TL otoxaoTikal oJoal oU KATd wPLoPéva
Tva mipotaocty, AAAA del Kal oikeiac ouvéoews avTale TPOg TO Apudoacdal Te TA TPoOoTITovVTa Kal
TAEal T yivoueva Te Kal Aeyoueva WoTe Tax0EvTta Xpnolua yeveabal.

5 Jn Top. 32, 22-26: ¢noi O TOTe NUAG Teleiwg £Eelv autnv, OTAV TOV €vOEXOUEVWV €l TO
mpokeigevov €vOOEwg &ruxelpnOfval undev mapaAimwyev- o0de ydp TO MAVIWG &ig AvTipaolvy
neplayayelv TOv dlaleyopevov Epyov To0 dlalekTiko(, worep oUde Tol pTopog TO meloal, AAAA Kal
ToUTOU TO UNdEV TAV €ig NioTlv ToU MPOKEIUEVOU TUBAVDV TIAPAALTIETV.

51 Alexander in Top. 32,12-34,5.
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if it is not able to establish the truth in the way the scientific demonstration can.
Alexander’s use of dialectic in the discussion of aporiae in Metaphysics Beta can illustrate
this approach in more detail.

3. Aporetic method and exegesis

In his Metaphysics commentary, Alexander explicitly connects the utility of aporiae with
the utility of dialectic discussed in the Topics:

(T8) These remarks about the need first of all to work through the aporiae would also show the
usefulness of dialectic for philosophy and for the discovery of truth. For it is characteristic of
dialectic to work through aporiae and to argue on both sides [of a case]. So what was said in the

Topics [1.2], that dialectic is useful for philosophical inquiries, is true. (trans. Madigan)>2

The Topics account of dialectic informs Alexander’s interpretation of the aporiae in the
Metaphysics Beta as arguments largely from endoxic premisses, ‘verbal’ and ‘dialectical’.
In his closing summary characterisation of the arguments in Beta he says:

(T9) The aporiae presented in Beta contain arguments from accepted opinions and conducted on
the level of plausibility. And indeed it is impossible for people to argue for opposed positions,

except by using verbal53 arguments: for nor could the aporiae be solved, if this were not the case. 54
(trans. Madigan, lightly modified)

The claim that the aporiae cannot be solved unless such verbal, endoxic arguments are
used, merits attention. Alexander does not seem to be saying that the principles from
which a solution can be demonstrated are somehow established in a dialectical argument.
This would indeed involve a much stronger view of dialectic than what we have seen in the
Topics commentary. But Alexander’s claim here seems to be rather counterfactual: if, per
impossibile, one could demonstrate both the thesis and the antithesis of an aporia, then
such an ‘aporia’ would not have had any solution. Such an ‘aporia’ would amount to
sustaining the view that both A and not-A are genuinely and demonstrably true, which is
clearly an impossibility. So in a way the demonstrative weakness of dialectical method may
prove to be a methodological asset, because it allows us to inspect and sort through a wide
range of arguments.

It has been noticed that in the Metaphysics Beta commentary, Alexander on several
occasions uses the words ‘dialectical’ and ‘verbal’ in a special meaning when referring to
the parts of aporetic arguments or which do not look very strong (and sometimes have also
logical faults).55 This distinction between the good and bad arguments is presumed to be

52 jn Meta. 173,27-174, 4: dia 8¢ TQOV mpoelpnueveyv nepl Tod delv dlaropelv mpdTOV €in v avT®d
delkvUpevoy Aua Kal 10 Xproldov TG SIaAEKTIKAG MPOg ¢pthocgodiav kal v THg dAnbeiag elpeaoiv:
TAGQ YAp JSlaAekTIKAG TO dlaropelv Kal eruxelpelv eig €kdtepa. AAnBeg dpa 10 €v T0ig Torkoig
elpnuévov To XpRotgov eival THV SIAAEKTIKAYV TPOCS TAC KATA pthocodiav INTHOEIS.

53 The English translation by Madigan has ‘merely verbal’ in the last sentence, but ‘merely’ is not in the
Greek, and as we have seen, Alexander tends to use ‘verbal’ as a synonym of ‘dialectical’.

54 in Meta. 236, 26-29: Ta0Ta ta €v TQ B Nriopnuéva, £§ EvOOEwv TAG ETUXELPNOELG £XOVTa Kal KATd TO
meavov: Kal yap oUde olov Te eig Ta AvTikeipyeva gruyxelpolvtag un Aoyikalg £rixelpnosol Xproaodal:
oUdg yap av AUeoBal dUvalvTo, i un eixev oUTWG

55 Alexander in Meta. 206, 12-13; 210, 20-1; 218,17, cf. Madigan 1992, 76n4.
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based on a ‘proleptic’ reading of the aporiae by Alexander. Arthur Madigan observes in the
preface to his translation of Alexander’s Metaphysics commentary:

(T10) (1) Where a developmental theorist might read large parts of Metaphysics 3 as indicating
honest perplexity on the part of an Aristotle who feels the force of opposed positions and strives to
accommodate truth in them, Alexander reads the book in the light of his knowledge of Aristotle’s
system, and so distinguishes, at least part of the time, the arguments which are merely dialectical
from the arguments which are well founded. (2) At no point does Alexander suggest that Aristotle
himself is seriously perplexed. (3) Perhaps surprisingly, however, Alexander does not volunteer
information about how or where in Metaphysics the aporiae are supposed to be solved.5¢

Thus it is suggested that Alexander perhaps imports the elements of Aristotle’s ‘official’
doctrine into his interpretation of the aporiae in the Beta. One might even suggest that he
is doing this as part of his general strategy of systematic exegesis.5” But if this is how the
exegetical strategy works, one might raise a question about the function of the aporiae in
the commentary: can they still be seen as genuine puzzles rather than the necessary
elements of composition, where the reader of a commentary is expecting to see the
answers instead of questions?

Let us consider as an example Alexander’s discussion of Aristotle’s argument for the
existence of form and matter as constituents of a sensible substance in Aporia 8. Aristotle
here operates with some elements of his hylomorphic theory which with hindsight might
be developed into a full solution.5®

The question discussed by Aristotle in this aporia, which he calls ‘the most difficult and
the most necessary to consider’ is as follows: is there, or is there not, anything apart from
sensible particulars? The solution he canvasses is that what exists apart from particulars is
not the genera or species, and not the separate entities at all, but form and matter, the
hylomorphic constituents of substance.?® We shall look at the part of the argument which
derives the existence of form and matter from the existence of coming-to-be and change. I
present its structure below as a sequence of three arguments, because this is how
Alexander construes it.

(T11) (1) [Argument for the eternity of matter] (i) [If there is nothing besides the
particulars] there would not be anything eternal nor yet motionless (since all objects of sense
perish and are subject to motion). (ii) But if nothing is eternal, even coming to be is impossible: for
that which is coming to be must be something and so must that from which it is coming to be; (iii)
and the last of these must be ungenerated (if (iv) the series comes to an end and (v) nothing can
come to be out of non-being).

(2) [Argument for the limit] Furthermore, if coming to be and motion exist, there must also be
limit. For first: no motion is unlimited; rather every motion has an end; and secondly: nothing can
be in process of coming to be if it is incapable of getting into being, and that which has come to be
must (at the first moment of having come to be) be.

(3) [Argument for the eternity of form] Furthermore, if there exists matter (because of its
being ungenerated), it is yet more reasonable by far that there exists essence/substance: that which
the matter is coming to be. For if there is neither essence/substance nor matter, there will be
nothing at all; but if that is impossible, there must be something besides the concrete whole,
namely the shape and the form.

56 Madigan 1992, 79.
57 As explained by P.L. Donini 1994 ([2011], 226).

%8 |n fact, the argument was used by scholars as an example of Alexander’s own interpretation of Aristotle’s
theory of form, see n. 76 below.

59 For recent analysis of Aristotle’s aporia, see Broadie 2009.
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(4) [A difficulty with this position]: But, on the other hand, if one does posit this, there is a
difficulty: in which cases shall one posit it, and in which not? That it is impossible to do so in all
cases is obvious. For we would not suppose there to be a house besides the particular houses.6°
(trans. Broadie)

The argument is summarised by Alexander as follows: ‘[He says this] to prove that if there
is not something eternal, neither will there be becoming; and if there is no becoming,
neither will there be things generated; and if there are no things generated, neither will
there be sensibles. From which it follows that if only sensible things exist, then even
sensible things do not exist.®* Alexander points out that the ‘eternity’ requirement in
(T11.1.1) is derived as a conclusion of endoxic argument. In Aristotle’s system the eternity
would not be ruled out by the absence of anything other than sensible substances, since the
heaven is both sensible and eternal.®> However, Alexander treats the subsequent steps in
the argument as relatively independent from this endoxic derivation.
This is how he sets out the first problem of eternity (= T11.1.ii):

(T12) (1) That if there is not something eternal neither will there be becoming, Aristotle proves in
the following way. (2) If something comes to be, it is necessary that there be [i] something that [it]
is coming to be, that is, that which the thing coming to be is coming to be, and, [ii] different from
this, that from which it is coming to be. (3) For example, if a man is coming to be, there must be
and must be able to be, both [i] that which a man is coming to be (for, if man were not already in
existence, a man could not come to be - so man, which it is said to come to be, must exist as
something) - and in addition [ii] that from which this man comes to be (for everything that comes
to be comes to be from what is unlike itself; for if it were it, it could not be becoming it); this is the
subject, matter.53

The two constituents of the process of change whose eternity will be proved are called [i]
‘that which [a thing coming to be] is coming to be’ and [ii] ‘subject, matter’. Alexander’s
example does not spell out the exact ontological status of ‘that which’ [i]: it could be form,

60 Meta. 3.4, 999b4-28: (1) £T1 & 0Ud’ 4idlov oUBeV o0’ AkivnTov (TA Ydp aioBntad navta ¢Bsipstal Kai
&V KIvAoel £0TiV):- AANA pnv €l ye didlov unBév £oTiv, oUdE yéveolv gival duvatov. avaykn yap sivai tu
TO Ytyvéuevov Kai €€ o0 yiyvsml Kal TouTwv TO €oYxaTov dyévnTov s’l’nsp {otatal Te kal €k pn <”JVToq
ysvsoeal aduvartov- (2) €11 de ysvsoswq ouonq Kal Kivioewg Avaykn kal nspaq elval (olte yap
Anelpo6g €oTiv oudepia Klvnmq aAla naonq £0TL TEAOG, YiyveoBal Te oux olév te TO AdUvatov
ysvsoeal TO 3¢ ysyovoq avaykn eival éte r[pu)Tov ysyovsv) (3) 1L O elmep 1) u)\n £€0TL Bl TO
aysvnroq elval, oAU &1t ua)\)\ov su)\oyov elvat v ovoiav 6 note eKslvn YlYVSTCll el yap pnrs to0TO
€otal unTe €keivn, ouBev €otal TO napanav el d¢ T00TO AdUVATOV, avayKn TL eivat mapa 16 alvoAov,
™mv uopcpnv Kal 1o sméoq — (4) &l & al Tic To0TO enOSl ar[opla éni Tivwv 1e Bnoel To0TO Kai &ml
Tivwv oU. &1L puev yap émi mAviwy ouy oiov Te, pavepov: ou yap v Beinuev eivai Tiva oikiav mapd 1ag
Tvag oikiag.

61 In Meta. 212, 25-27.
62 To the same effect, Broadie 2009, 142: ‘Aristotle is ignoring his own heavens and stars’.

63 In Meta. 212, 27 - 213, (1) OTL 8¢ ei un €otl T Aidlov, oUdE yéveaolg €otal, olTwg £d¢ei€ev. (2) el
yiyvetai T, Avaykn sivai TL 16 T yiyvOuevoy, TouTéoTv O yiyvetal TO yiyvouevov, kal AAo tolTou
10 &€ oU yiyvetar (3) olov i (’ivepwnoq yiyvetal, 8¢l eival kai duvaoBal sival kal Todto 6 yiyvsml
avepwrmog (avunapKTou ydp Ovtog told avepwnou oud’ av ysvono avepwnoc;, d¢etl o0v eivai T1 TOV
dvepwriov 0 )\syeml YLYVSOGG[) kal Tt 10 ¢E o0 ylyveml o0TOG Tav yap 1O ylyvouevov £E ou
ToloUTOoU: £l Yap AV To0TO, 0UK Gv éyiveTo: ToOTO 8¢ £0TIL TO UTOKE(uEVOV Kal UAN.
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but it could also be an instance of a kind. Alexander’s example of man in [T12.3.i]
suggests that the coming to be requires the presence of an instance of a kind ‘man’. 64

Strikingly, Alexander understands matter as prime matter rather than the last proximate
matter.% He is surely familiar with the account of hylomorphic compound in Meta. Z 8-9,
where the ungenerated matter of the bronze sphere is bronze rather than the liquid or the
prime matter.®® Alexander would have no difficulty supplying a suitable example for a
living substance.®” But this more nuanced view is consciously omitted. His reason, I think,
is that in a dialectical argument he envisions, any proximate matter can be considered as a
sensible compound which itself has been generated. To avoid a regress, it is necessary to
make a case for matter isolated from form.

The eternity of matter is established by two arguments as indicated by Aristotle in
[T11.1.iii]: the reduction to the infinite regress and the reduction to the generation ex
nihilo.%® The latter argument is explicitly said to be accepted as a ‘common opinion’ of the
students of nature.® Alexander fails to see the case for form in Aristotle’s second argument
[T11.2]7° and takes ‘limit’ to refer to the temporal point of completion of the process of
coming to be. He develops a tortuous interpretation supplying an additional premiss
‘forgotten’ by Aristotle, namely that everything that has the end-point (= limit) must have a
starting point (&pyn), thus turning this argument into a third proof of the ultimate prime
matter.”!

Alexander introduces Aristotle’s proof of the eternity of form [T11.3] as following upon
the proof of the eternal ungenerated prime matter:

(T13) (1) Having proven, then, that the primary subject must be ungenerated, and that coming to
be does not go on to infinity, Aristotle now proves that the form, which comes to be in the matter,

64 The same ambiguity is present in Alexander’s alternative summary of the whole argument at 213, 19-23:
dokel ydp &v Tolg katd ¢UOLV yiyvouévolg 1O Ouolov UTo Ttol opoiou yiyveoBalr AvBpwrog yap
dvepwriov yevvd, Gbote el yiyvetar dvBpwridg TG, del dvBpwriov eivar tOv ydp molodvta Kai
yevvvTa. avaykalov 8¢ kal émi tolTwv eival momnTikov aidlov, kai alTtdg petd 1o nepl thAc UANC
elnelv éruyelpel deikvival 6tL Kal 10 yivouevov aidlov eival del.

65 This is at odds with some modern interpretations of the arguments: cf. Ross 1924, vol.1, 240, Broadie
2009, 142-3.

66 Meta. Z 8, 1033a31-b10; Z 9, 1034b7-19.

67 Cf. his argument against the critics of Aristotle’s definition of the soul that ‘the body that has life potentially’
refers to the embryo. Alexander Quaest. 2.27.

68 In Meta. 213, 3-10. Eoxatov d¢ UMoKeiuevov £oTiv 1) MPWTN UAN- avallovTteg ydp TAG TPOOoEXEIS
UNag TV ylyvouévwy €v ékeivn €oxatn maudupeda. fiv €oxdmv 8Tt Avaykaidv €otiv aidlov gival,
deikvuolv ¢k to0 i uf €oti 1L Eoxatov Urokeipevov aidlov, €€ ol A yéveolg, dkoAouBnost 1 &rr
dnelpov yiyveoBal aAo €€ dAAou 1) €k ToO un) 6vtog yiyveoBal aupotepa 8¢ aduvarta. i yap nav 1o
ANod6EvV Umokeipyevov yéyove, denoel auto N €€ GANouU UTIoKELEVOU yeyoveval 1) €K ToU un OvTog, &l
Yéyove Pév, oUK £E UTIOKELHEVOU BE. AANAA NV AupoTEpwG AdUvaTov.

89 In Meta. 213, 11-13. Kowvn ydp altn 86&a T®V nepl pUOEWC EIMOVIWV TL, TO UNdeV €K TOU pr) 6vTOoC
yiyveaoBal, kal pavep®dc dtorov Kal dduvatov To oUTw Tt Aéyelv yiyveobal.

70 Differently from Ross 1924, vol.1, ad 999b12, but cf. Broadie 2009, 144-5. However, Alexander uses the
language of process and completion used by Aristotle in (T11.2) in his discussion of the next argument
concerning form (T11.3), so maybe he is still aware of the force of this argument for the argument for form.
But he definitely does not want to identify form with the limit of the process of coming to be, probably
because this would endanger its relative independence from this process and foundational priority to it in this
dialectical argument.

71 In Meta. 213, 26 - 214, 17
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must be eternal as well, (2) thereby proving and establishing that there will be some unitary
eternal substance.”2 (3) For if there is a nature of matter, then it is all the more reasonable for
there to be this essence, which the matter receives; this is what he indicated by saying ‘whatever the
matter comes to be’ [999b14]. (4) By ‘essence’ he means ‘form’. For that according to which each
thing has being is essence. (5) For matter, having received form, presents that which is coming to
be from it as that which has come to be, that is as that which it receives and that which it becomes.
(6) That it is reasonable, then, for the form too which the matter receives to pre-exist, being
eternal, Aristotle proves as follows. (77) Just as it was impossible for anything to come to be if the
subject did not exist, so too it would be impossible for there to be becoming, if that which the
subject receives did not exist. (8) Aristotle says this in the words: ‘for if neither the latter nor the
former is to be, nothing will be there at all [999b14-15] which is equivalent to ‘for if both did not
exist, the matter and the form, both eternal, nothing at all could come to be’. (9) Aristotle makes it
clear that this is his meaning saying: ‘It is necessary that there exist something distinct from the
composite: the shape, the form’ [999b16], meaning by the composite that which has come to be,
which is conjoint and sensible . ... (11) He rightly assumes that, as matter [exists as eternal], there
must also exist some eternal form - not that the form which comes to be in the matter must be this;
it is rather the productive [form] which, if it is like the form that is produced, would be in some
manner pre-existent.”73 (trans. Madigan, lightly modified)

In (T13.3), Alexander says that the existence of form follows a fortiori since the being of
matter has been established independently, and since it has been assumed that there is the
coming to be. The small, but important addition Alexander makes here (T13.4) is that
essence is that which each thing is. In the Topics commentary, Alexander gives as an
example of the indemonstrable principle: ‘Of each of the things that are, the form is that
according to which it is’.74 But in our argument (T13.3-5) it is not used as a premiss of
demonstration. This argument shows that the form must reasonably exist given the
coming to be and the matter.

The eternity of form is proved at the next step (T13.6-11). Again Alexander signals that
this conclusion is established as reasonable (T13.6). It is reasonable again given what has
been established about matter (T13.7), and this time Alexander derives the eternity of
form from the eternity of matter, reinterpreting to this effect in (T13.8) Aristotle’s rather
weaker and more ambiguous wording to say precisely that the coming to be would not be
possible unless both matter and form were eternal. We can see that at this point Alexander

72 | am inclined to mark this whole section (T13.2) as a possible gloss: although it does not necessarily
conflict with the rest of Alexander’s argument, the adjective povadikog is a hapax in the extant corpus of
Alexander, but frequently occurs in Michael of Ephesus’ commentary on Metaphysics E-N.

73214, 24 - 215, 18. (1) dcifag olv OTL TO TP@TOV UTOKe({pevov del ayévnTtov sival kai oUK 1T dnelpov
viyveaBal Ao €& A\Nou, vOv deikvuoty 6Tt kal 1o €idog, 6 yiyvetal év T UAn, elval del aidlov, (2)
delkvUGg d1d ToUTwV Kal kataokeudlwv 6TL £oTal TIG oUoia povadikn aidlog. (3) i yap £oTl pUOIG TAG
UANg, euAoywTepov TNV ouoiav eival talTtny, Av 1) UAn déxetar To0To Yap £dHAwoe di1d To0 einelv 6
riote €kelvn yiyvetal (4) ovoiav 8¢ 10 €idog Aéyel kab’ 6 ydp £kdotw 10 elval, TodTo olaia- (5) 1) Yap
ij)\n 68Eapévn eldog napéxsml TO ylyvc')usvov &€ aUTﬁq yeyovc')q, TOUTEOTLV O déxeTal Te Kal yiveTal.
(6) 611 00V elAoyov Kal 16 eidog npour[apxsw aidov ov, 6 1) UAn Bsxsml oUTw deikvualv. (7) wcmap
pn 6vrtog Tol UﬂOKSlpsvou aduvatov nv yevsoeou T, oUTw Kal un OVToq To0 0 déxetal TO
Urokeipevov aduvatov yéveotv sivat: (8) 6 eire 81 To0 &i yap pATte TodTO £0Tal PATE £KEIVO, OUSEV
€otal 10 mapdrnav, 6 {oov £otl T® €i yap ) audpotepa ein 1) 1e UAN kal 10 €ldog &idla, oudev av 10
napdnav yévorto. (9) 61l yap To0To Aéyel, £dAAwoev einwv avaykn Tt ival mapd 10 oUvolov TRV
HopdnV Kal TO £i60g, TO uév oUvolov AEywv TO yeyovog, TO ouvaudoTtepov Kal aiodntdv. (10) deiv
5¢ ekdTtepov eival Aéywv, €€ Qv eival 0 olvolov, TAV te UANV Kal TV popdnv Kal To £idoc, wg
elnopev (Aéyel yap, el ufte T00TO E0Tal HATE £Kelvn, Aéywv TO £idog Kal v UAnv, ouBev &otal T
napc’mav) értr']vsstv el 8¢ T00TO AdUVaTOV, Aéywv AdUvATOV TO pn6év £€oeobal, c'1vc’1yKr] elval napd
TO oUVOAOV, TOUTEQTL TO ouvaquOTspov 6 éoTiv £idog &v UAn, v popcpnv kal 16 eidog, (11) UYIEG
usv AauBavwyv To delv, WG 1 u)\n, oum)q elvai Tt kal 8160q aidiov, oU pnv tO €v T UAN ywvopevov
eivat 3&l 10010, AAAA TO TOINTIKOV, O €l €in T® Moloupévw dpotov, ein Gv MPoUNApxXoV Mwg.

7 In Top.1.1,17, 3.
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interprets Aristotle’s phrase ‘if neither the latter nor the former...” as meaning ‘if not both
the latter and the former...” - violating de Morgan’s law and making a conjunction of
negations into a negation of conjunction (T13.8). But this minor logical tour de force is in
Aristotle’s interest: otherwise just one hylomorphic component (for instance, matter)
would have been sufficient for the coming to be of a compound. Alexander dwells on this
point unusually long, perhaps to make sure that the correct meaning comes across despite
what is suggested by Aristotle’s text.

Alexander’s final clarification in (T13.11) to the effect that it is not the future enmattered
form that possesses eternity, but the productive form which already pre-exists, seems
tantalisingly incomplete. How is the eternity of the pre-existing productive form
established? Are we to think of some version of infinite regress of forms which will require
to stop at the first pre-existent form?

More importantly, there is a question of the force of this claim in Alexander’s
interpretation of Aristotle. It could be taken simply as another way of saying that every
sublunary living being partakes of eternity through the species, in line with Alexander’s
earlier formulations in this text, and in line with Aristotle’s principle &vOpwimog GvOpwiov
yevv@. Alternatively, the expression ‘productive form’ might suggest a stronger version of
the theory of form sketched out by Alexander as a part of his own substantialist
interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of form.”> Marwan Rashed has plausibly suggested that
the passage should be read in this latter sense and understood as Alexander’s response to
the earlier nominalist, non-substantialist interpretation proposed by Boethus of Sidon.”®

At the same time, Alexander is clearly far from dismissing the antithesis of the position
backed by the hylomorphic account in our argument, i.e. the view that nothing exists apart
from sensible substances. This view serves as a platform from which to raise further
constructive puzzles about the draft hylomorphic interpretation. These include the
difficulty (T11.4) which asks about a distinction between the cases where there is an
eternal form and those cases where there patently is not any, as in the case of artefacts.
Notably, Alexander points out that this difficulty is valid both with regard to the
hylomorphic version of the thesis developed so far and against the ‘Ideas’ version (which
has not been discussed in this case perhaps to avoid the repetition of arguments that were
used against it earlier, in aporiae five and seven). He also elaborates on Aristotle’s next
puzzle which asks whether the eternal form (as established in out argument T11.3) is
numerically one or multiplied according to the number of sensible substances
(999b20-23). Both prima facie answer options seem implausible. A good answer will
require a more precise account of form’s presence in matter, which is the subject of the
final puzzle, and an account of the way form and matter are combined in the composite
substance (999b23-24). Alexander points out that Aristotle deals with this problem
elsewhere, ‘inquiring what it is that unifies and holds together the form in matter; there he
says that it is the potential character of matter which becomes the cause of [matter’s]
grasping the form and [of the form’s] remaining in matter while matter is changing into
that which, up to this point, it has been potentially; and clearly this takes place with some
pre-existing productive cause’.””

75 Amply attested in Alexander’s school treatises: Mantissa 5, Quaest. 1.3, 1.8, 1.11, 1.17, 1.26, Ellis 1994,
Sharples 2004; Sharples 2005; Rashed 2007; Chiaradonna 2013.

76 Rashed 2007, 240-241.

77 Alexander, in Meta. 216, 8-11. There is no clarity on whether Alexander has in mind one particular text, or
whether he is referring to some parts of Aristotle’s work more generally. In the Metaphysics, the definition of
matter as that which not being a T63¢ Tl in actuality is a T16d¢ 11 potentially is found in H 1 (1042a17-18). In
H2, we have a discussion of the types of combination of matter which account for a variety of kinds of
substance. Madigan ad loc. refers to GC 1.3 and 1.4.
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Thus, although Alexander’s commentary does not indeed provide a developmental
account of Aristotle’s views on aporiae and their solutions, it still is not ‘weighted’ towards
the hylomorphic account anticipated by one side of the argument. Rather, it conveys the
expectation that the solution of the aporia will be arrived at as a result of many calibrating
discussions, removing the implausibilities inevitable in a dialectical discourse and
channelling the insights of the fresh starts in such a way as to help resolve these dialectical
problems. We cannot consider the hylomorphic theory as a stable, not to mention well-
founded, position, until the difficulties raised by the opposite side are answered. In this
sense Alexander’s commentary reflects a genuine perplexity, understood not as a merely
psychological state overcome by the middle books of Metaphysics, but as an objective
difficulty without working through which the middle books of Metaphysics will be of no
avail. This presentation of Aristotle’s argument as a whole may indeed reflect Alexander’s
own exegetical concerns boosted by the earlier (and possibly ongoing) debates in the
Peripatetic school. In that case, Aristotle’s aporia is taken by Alexander as a framework for
the living exegetical debate.
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