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CHAPTER 1 The Contemplative Life

‘All humans by nature desire to know.’ So opens Aristotle’s book Metaphysics, emphatically stating what he believed to be one of our defining characteristics: we are all naturally curious. As small children we all continually ask the question ‘why?’ and as adults we all cultivate our own private passions that lead us to amass vast amounts of often useless information about whatever grabs our attention, whether that be stamp collecting, family history, football results, birdwatching, or something else. Why do we do this? Aristotle’s answer is straightforward: it’s simply what human beings do. We can’t help being curious. We don’t do this for any further purpose or utility; we just do it. To be a human being is to want to know things. But, he would argue, it ought not to be merely a matter of gathering facts; the ultimate goal is not simply to know lots of useless information, but instead to use that information to help us understand the world around us.

The Metaphysics isn’t really a book at all, in the sense of being a single, coherent work. Instead, it’s a collection of fourteen shorter texts, which are themselves usually referred to as ‘books’. Each of these ancient books probably corresponded to the contents of a single papyrus scroll. Some of them may have been based on lecture notes prepared by Aristotle himself, but not intended for wider publication. According to ancient tradition, after Aristotle’s death his lecture notes were passed on to his pupil Theophrastus, who in turn left them to his pupil Neleus, who left them to a relative who had no great interest in philosophy. They were stored in an underground tunnel, perhaps to keep them hidden from officials who were searching for books to take to the recently founded library at Pergamum. After a century or so, these now-mouldy manuscripts again saw the light of day when one of Neleus’ descendants sold them to a book collector called Apellicon of Teos. Apellicon had them copied, restoring damaged parts of the texts and probably introducing all sorts of corruptions in the process. After Apellicon had died, the Roman general Sulla is said to have taken them from Athens to Rome in the first century BC, where they were copied again, put into some kind of order, and prepared for publication. A series of texts dealing with questions about the natural world were grouped together under the title Physics, and a further group dealing with more fundamental questions about the nature of things were put ‘after the Physics’, meta ta Physica, and so gained the title Metaphysics. The word ‘metaphysics’ doesn’t, then, refer to anything supernatural or beyond the physical; it’s not a word that Aristotle ever would have used either. He described the topics that he discusses in the Metaphysics as ‘first philosophy’ – the study of the most general and fundamental features of everything that exists. These are in many ways the most important questions we can ask, because they apply to absolutely everything.

Aristotle first began to reflect on these sorts of questions while a student in Plato’s Academy. He was born in Stagira, a town in northern Greece, in 384 BC. His father, who may have been a doctor, died when Aristotle was about ten years old. In the wake of this, Aristotle came under the protection of a guardian, Proxenus, who had himself studied at the Academy. And so, around the age of seventeen or eighteen, Aristotle was sent off to Athens to do the same. We don’t know if Proxenus inspired the young Aristotle to pursue this path with tales of Athenian intellectual life, or if he was simply sent off regardless of his own wishes.

Aristotle would spend twenty years at the Academy. Situated just north-west of the ancient city of Athens, the Academy was the gymnasium where Plato taught for a number of years. This would have been a relatively quiet, secluded spot, well away from the Agora or marketplace in the centre of Athens where Plato’s own teacher, Socrates, had held his philosophical discussions. Socrates was accused, tried, and ultimately executed by the Athenian authorities for his troublesome questioning; it is perhaps no wonder that Plato opted for a more discreet location. The Academy was originally a religious site and had become a place for athletic training, so it was already in a sense a centre of education. In time, Plato acquired a property near the Academy gymnasium and this became the base of operations for what we now refer to as ‘Plato’s Academy’. Aristotle probably arrived around the time that this happened.

During this period, Plato was deeply immersed in metaphysical questions, writing among other things his dialogue Parmenides. This work was named after a philosopher who may justly be called the founding father of metaphysics. Parmenides was from the city of Elea in southern Italy. Plato had spent time in the Greek cities of southern Italy and Sicily where he encountered the ideas of Parmenides and Pythagoras among others. Indeed, he had just returned to Athens from a trip to Sicily when he bought his property at the Academy and welcomed the teenage Aristotle as a new student. The dialogue Parmenides is set well in the past, and in it Plato portrays an elderly Parmenides visiting Athens for a festival and meeting the young Socrates. Whether such an encounter ever really took place (or was even chronologically possible), we do not know. In the ensuing discussion, Plato’s character Parmenides recounts his own distinctive views about the nature of what exists, views which the real Parmenides had outlined and defended in a poem.

What did Parmenides say in this poem? It is a challenging text which is difficult to interpret but, in effect, it is a reflection on what it means for something to be, or what it means to say that something is. He writes, deeply enigmatically, that ‘what is cannot not be’. This is of course simply a tautology: if something is, then it cannot also be is not. But Parmenides doesn’t tell us what it is that is. He then quickly adds that ‘what is not must not be’. In other words, what is not is impossible. How could you ever encounter something that is not? Even if it were possible, how could you describe it? After all, this would be something that doesn’t exist, that isn’t there. There’s a sharp division, then, between what is and what is not. What is must necessarily exist, because it ‘cannot not be’, while what is not is impossible. Even if you think of something seemingly unreal – say a unicorn – you’ll be thinking of something, which exists at least as the object of your thought. If it didn’t exist, how could you even think about it? So, what is – whatever that might be – necessarily is and what is not is impossible, literally inconceivable. If what is not is impossible, then everything must fall into the category of what is and so everything necessarily exists.

This is how metaphysics begins, with this incredibly abstract reflection on what it means to say that something is. Parmenides’ poem is the oldest extended piece of philosophical writing that survives; it is the oldest text we have that does not merely assert things but offers reasons for its claims. It goes on to make the following arguments. First, what is (or exists) is ungenerated and indestructible. It has to be, because otherwise it would have to come into being out of what is not. Yet, as we have already seen, what is not is impossible. Moreover, how could something suddenly come into being out of what is not? What could have prompted this creation ex nihilo? There would have had to have been at least some cause to prompt this miraculous event. So, what is (or exists) not only necessarily exists but has always existed, was never created, and will never be destroyed. (If it were destroyed, we’d be faced with what is not, which Parmenides has already told us is impossible.) Second, what is (or exists) is a single, unified thing. There cannot be more than one thing that exists, because in order to distinguish one from another there would have to be some ‘what is not’ (non-existence) in between them. Yet what is not is impossible, so that can’t be the case. Third, if what is (or exists) is a single, unified entity – equally is throughout – then there can be no change within it. No one part can change (into non-existence) and, as we have already seen, the whole thing has existed eternally. On the basis of this analysis, Parmenides seems to have concluded that for anything to exist at all it must be both eternal and unchanging. The further, more disturbing conclusion seems to be that the world of variety, plurality, and change that we are all familiar with must in fact be an illusion, because what really exists is this single, unchanging, eternal entity – an entity that we can only comprehend by reflecting on the meaning of what it means to say that something is. The way we uncover the truth about what exists is not via our senses, then, but by the use of reason.

These reflections about the nature of being profoundly influenced Plato and shaped discussions in the Academy. Around the same time that Parmenides was writing his poem in Elea, another philosopher on the other side of the ancient Mediterranean made some quite different claims which would prove to be equally important. His name was Heraclitus and he was from the city of Ephesus in Asia Minor. In contrast to Parmenides, who had argued that ultimately nothing ever really changes, Heraclitus claimed that everything is in a continual process of transformation, never the same from one moment to the next. Famously, he is reported to have said that ‘it is impossible to step into the same river twice’. Plato himself quoted this saying in another of his dialogues, the Cratylus, named after one of his teachers. Cratylus had once been a pupil of Heraclitus and developed a fairly extreme interpretation of his master’s philosophy. He argued, according to Plato, that if everything is continually changing, as Heraclitus had said, then nothing is ever the same from one moment to the next. If that’s the case, then can we ever really say anything about anything? Can we ever pin anything down long enough to determine what it is? Even if we do, will it have transformed into something else by the time we try to say anything about it? If Heraclitus was right, and everything is indeed continually changing, then can we ever know anything at all? More disturbingly, can we ever say anything? According to Aristotle in the Metaphysics, Cratylus thought not and gave up on speech altogether, reduced to wagging his finger. Whereas Heraclitus had said that it is impossible to step into the same river twice, because the water is always changing, Cratylus said that it is impossible to step into same river even once, because ultimately there is no river.

These two very different influences shaped Plato’s own metaphysics. Yet, despite their differences, they pointed in the same direction. Cratylus’ version of Heraclitus’ philosophy denied that it was ever possible to have secure knowledge of the ever-changing natural world, because we can never pin it down for long enough to grasp it. Parmenides then offered a way out of that conundrum by arguing that it is through reason, not the senses, that we can come to know what truly exists, which is unchanging and eternal. It was in the light of these ideas that Plato developed his celebrated theory of ideal forms. In a number of his dialogues, Plato suggested that the objects that we encounter in the changing physical world are but copies of more perfect, unchanging ideal forms. These unchanging forms are eternal, embodying many of the characteristics that Parmenides associated with existence, and as such they avoid Cratylus’ concerns about the possibility of knowledge. Because they never change, they can be secure objects of knowledge. Whenever we encounter a particular entity, say, a horse, we recognize it as a horse because it in some way participates in the idea or concept of horse or horseness. Not only that, in order for us to recognize a particular horse as a horse we must already have that idea within us, which is to say that we must have already encountered the idea of horseness at some point before we started experiencing the world. This led Plato to suggest that our souls, before being conjoined with our bodies, must have had some kind of disembodied encounter with the ideal forms of things.

As far-fetched as it sounds, Plato did indeed outline this scenario, but he did so tentatively, putting it into the mouths of characters in his dialogues rather than saying it in his own voice. For the most part, it is Socrates who stands as Plato’s mouthpiece, presenting this theory of ideal forms. Elsewhere Plato wrote things that seem flatly to contradict those claims, and nowhere more so than in his late dialogue Parmenides. In this dialogue, it is the great Parmenides who takes centre stage to explain to a young Socrates all the problems that such a theory faces. It’s all very complex dramatically: are we supposed now to think that Socrates all along knew the problems facing the theory, given that he was told them in his youth? Or are we supposed to think that the mature Socrates found a way to overcome these objections? Among the problems that Parmenides raises – although of course this is Plato writing – is the following: in what sense can particular objects like horses participate in the idea of horseness? Is there a little bit of the ideal form of horse in each and every living horse? If so, that suggests that the idea has been divided and resides in multiple spatial locations at once. But how can an immaterial idea do that? For a different kind of problem, consider the idea of largeness. Anything large will participate in the idea of largeness in some sense. Does that mean that there is a small part of the idea of largeness in each large thing? But how can one have a small bit of largeness? The objections continue to mount up, calling into question the whole coherence of a theory of ideal forms. The thing to remember, though, is that it is Plato himself who is raising these objections. He had tentatively put forward a solution to a series of complex metaphysical problems and now, in the Parmenides, he subjects that tentative solution to rigorous cross-examination.

One of the most interesting and well-known arguments in the Parmenides against ideal forms is known as ‘the third man argument’. It goes like this. One of the things the theory of forms is supposed to do is to explain how it is that multiple objects share the same characteristics. The ideal form of horse stands over and above all the particular examples of real horses as it is the point of reference by which their similarities are explained. But, as Plato has Parmenides object, surely one would then need a further ideal form of horse to explain what the particular horses and the first ideal form have in common, and so on again, ad infinitum. This argument does not just appear in Plato’s Parmenides. It can also be found in the fragments of an early work by Aristotle called On Ideas, perhaps written when he was still a student at the Academy. In Aristotle’s version, the example used is the ideal form of man. There will be a plurality of individual men and an ideal form of man to explain what those men have in common. But one will then need a third man to explain what the individual men and the ideal form have in common, and a fourth, and a fifth, and so on.

We might wonder who came up with this objection first, Plato or Aristotle? Neither Plato’s Parmenides nor Aristotle’s On Ideas can be dated precisely, so we cannot know for sure. One view presents Aristotle as the brilliant precocious student who demolished his master’s cherished theory. Did he write it up first, only for Plato to take up the objection later? In the Parmenides, Plato mentions an Aristotle a number of times, although because the dialogue is set in the previous century it is clearly not intended to be our Aristotle. But could this nevertheless be a jokey reference to the brilliant young student who formulated some of the dialogue’s objections? We cannot know one way or the other.

All of what we have seen so far gives us a sense of the intellectual climate in the Academy at the time that Aristotle was a student. There were no doubt vigorous debates about these highly abstract questions concerned with what truly exists, what it is possible to know, and what it means to say that something is. Plato’s own earlier attempts to answer these questions were subjected to close examination and criticism. If Aristotle wasn’t the precocious young genius who dismantled his teacher’s most famous theory, then he was at the very least a contributor to collaborative discussions led by Plato in which members of the Academy grappled with these complex metaphysical questions.

Aristotle’s own approach to these sorts of questions in his Metaphysics can be seen as a continual struggle with the ideas of Plato. He was both a strident critic of his old teacher while also remaining deeply influenced by him. There are many extended attacks on Plato’s theory of ideal forms in Aristotle’s book, along with criticisms of all his other philosophical predecessors. But Aristotle does not merely define his project in opposition to others; he has his own guiding questions.

In the Metaphysics, Aristotle says that he is primarily concerned with the study of being ‘in so far as it is being’. In the case of a horse, we can think of it as a horse, more generally as an animal, as an example of a living thing, or simply as something that exists. What is something when understood simply in terms of its is-ness? This sounds as if it shares something in common with Parmenides’ way of thinking, and it does. But one of the first things that Aristotle insists on is thinking further about what it means to say that something is. As he puts it, ‘being is said in many ways’. Parmenides only said it in one way – either something is or is not – and perhaps that is why he ended up with such counter-intuitive conclusions. Aristotle suggested that instead we ought to think about the variety of ways in which we can say that something is. For instance, we can say simply that an acorn is, which is to say that it is an existing thing, a being. The Greek word that Aristotle used is ousia, literally ‘being’. Traditionally this has been translated as ‘substance’, and so any existing thing is referred to as a substance. We can also say that an acorn is brown. The brownness isn’t an essential property of
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