PAGE  
3

Netz review

The Classical Review vol. xlix no.1 1999: pp.117-120

SYNTHESIZING ARISTOTELIAN SCIENCE

Z. Bechler: Aristotle’s Theory of Actuality (SUNY Series in Ancient Greek Philosophy). Pp. 270. New York: State University Press, 1995.

Bechler’s book is a dense and very subtle argument for a thesis that probably only a few would accept. Thus this book is very useful: even if we reject Bechler’s conclusions, we still must work hard to try to refute him, and in this way examine our presuppositions concerning Aristotelian science.


Bechler makes Aristotle a Megarian, in the sense that to say that X is potentially Y is either an identity-statement (X is already Y – which is what Bechler calls ‘genuine potentiality’) or it is a mere statement of logical compatibility (there is no contradiction in the statement ‘X is Y’ – which is what Bechler calls ‘consistency-potential’). None of these potentials carries any information, so that Aristotelian science is seen as vacuous, justifying Molière’s caricature. (It is indeed a main concern for Bechler, to justify the reaction of the Renaissance and the scientific revolution to Aristotle.) To complete the argument that Aristotle never allows, or at least should not allow, statements of the form ‘X explains Y’ where X and Y are distinct, Bechler dismisses teleology (the end is an explanation only when it is actualized, since the potential end must fall under one of the two categories of potentiality identified by Bechler), and argues that the First Mover doctrine is incompatible with the rest of Aristotle’s philosophy (since it demands a separate form).  Having secured this picture in Chapters 1 and 2, Chapters 3 and 4 go on to argue, respectively, for the emptiness of the Aristotelian syllogism (it is, Bechler argues, about set-inclusion, the sets understood in a purely extensional sense), and for the thesis that mathematics, for Aristotle, is a science without objects (in the case of mathematics, Bechler claims, the QUA operation attaches to properties which strictly speaking do not belong to the object of study, hence strictly speaking this is a science of non-existent objects-QUA-mathematical). These Chapters 3 and 4 are in a sense independent from the main thesis on the nature of potentiality, but Bechler does make many connections between the various arguments, often having recourse to a conception of Aristotle as a nominalist in the strong sense, for whom concepts are arbitrarily mental constructions (thus no sense in which the potential exists; no intensional sets; and the QUA-operation constructs properties, at most, rather than revealing them). My brief summary does very little justice to the subtlety and indeed difficulty of Bechler’s argument. Perhaps the most striking feature of this book is that all of this is presented not as a direct criticism of Aristotle – as so many mistakes Aristotle had made – but as an argument for the essential coherence of Aristotelian metaphysics. Bechler fundamentally dislikes this metaphysics, but he has the greatest respect for it, which makes him an interesting critic.


Bechler uses a great wealth of material from most of the Aristotelian corpus, and, in his notes, discusses a large array of the secondary literature (of which there is very much indeed, touching on such a wide range of issues). It is, however, a feature of the book that quotations from Aristotle are brought into the argument without any context. This is perhaps necessary in such a compressed argument, but the result is that we seem to get a processed and reconstituted Aristotle, so that Bechler effectively expects us to reverse the process for ourselves, and try to see how the views attributed by him to Aristotle on the basis of those (many) isolated remarks could fit the actual larger claims Aristotle made in the course of his treatises. Still, on the whole, Bechler’s interpretations of the passages in question are only rarely vitiated by their being taken out of context. If this book is false, as I think it is, this has to do not with Bechler’s reading of specific passages, but with his overall unwillingness to come to terms with a science which is genuinely non-mechanistic, so that the teleological explanation is not simply a reverse mechanistic explanation (the future goal explaining the notion towards it rather than vice versa), but a different kink of explanation: not an explanation of a process by some of its components, but its explanation through some of its attributes, namely by its being a ‘good’ in some sense. What Bechler seems to deny most of all is that an explanation through attributes (rather than through components) could be more than a tautological explanation of X by another description of X. As this denial goes to the heart of the difference between ancient and modern science, its articulation is of great value.

