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The Root of All Evil??

PHILOSOPHIAT HAMADA SHEL ARISTO

(Aristotle’s Philosophy of Science)

 by Zev Bechler,

 Tel Aviv, Ministry of Defense Publications. 98 pp.

By Shabetai Unguru
Zev Bechler’s Aristotle is the conceptual culprit of our main intellectual afflictions: Pragmatism, Existentialism, Naturalized Ethics, Relativism, Nihilism, Ontological Pluralism and the Power Cult. This is not an exhaustive list.


As Bechler puts it, in his challenging and controversial book: “This close spiritual resemblance [between Aristotelianism and the intellectual currents mentioned above] turns Aristotle’s philosophy into a mirror in which our thinking is reflected back to us in all the painful frightening clarity so characteristic of his [Aristotle’s] thought. If only that reflection would cause us to awake and think anew” (p. 7)


Wake up, indeed, we may. However, Bechler’s clarion call may not suffice, I am afraid, to raise the droves of Aristotelian scholars, with whom he disagrees on almost everything, from their putative mental slumber and cause them to think anew. His interpretation and theirs are at loggerheads. If he is right then they are all wrong.

Scientific explanation, Bechler tells us, is either informative or noninformative, rational or irrational.


Moreover, as the Greeks discovered, the nature of explanation must fit the nature of the world, and scientific explanation and understanding are not synonymous. Therefore, Bechler thinks, scientific explanations are either informative and irrational, or noninformative and rational.


For Bechler, Aristotle’s philosophy of science is a rational and noninformative system, the greatest ever produced by the human mind.


It is this system that Bechler sets out to explain. And he does so with panache and supreme clarity (though the book may present some difficulties for the average intelligent beginner to whom the series in which it appears is addressed), freshly, without mincing words, and, last but not least, idiosyncratically.


Those familiar with traditional interpretations of Aristotle will find Bechler’s Aristotle shockingly inappropriate, almost unrecognizable.


Bechler takes recognized features of Aristotelian thinking and binds them together in a rigorously unyielding system. It is an unbearably consistent Aristotle. This consistency is achieved by consciously dismissing as unimportant what both Aristotle and his commentators have traditionally taken as essential elements of his thinking.

The key to Bechler’s reading is provided by Aristotle’s unbending opposition to the Platonic separation of forms from the world of material objects. Aristotle saw objects as syntheses of matter and form, and granted full reality only to the actual – that is, to the really existing qualities of natural objects – as opposed to the potential.


This approach, Bechler claims, forced Aristotle to arrive at noninformative, rigidly uncompromising explanatory structures, which explain nothing since they are ultimately circular.


The primacy of the actual – that is, the metaphysical precedence of the really existent over the merely rationally possible – a crucial feature of Aristotle’s philosophy of science according to Bechler’s , entails a noninformative view of the world, and of science, logic and mathematics. Hence, using the primacy of the actual as the universal key, Bechler shows how the Aristotelian corpus yields its secrets to the wielder of that key.


For Bechler the main feature of Aristotle’s philosophy is its actualism, by which he means that potentials have no real existence in it. Also, Bechler argues, the inseparability of form from matter, both of which are mere aspects, leads necessarily to the view that objects in the natural world are what they are, wholes irreducible to simpler component parts.


What this all means, according to Bechler, is that Nature is, by its very nature, noninformative, since it contains no explanatory elements but the natural objects themselves.


Moreover, the explanatory Aristotelian apparatus itself, structured syllogistically, is also noninformative. As Bechler put it in another of his (forthcoming) books, both natural substances and their explanations “are tightly linked, for since a natural substance is an absolute unity, its explanation and understanding can only be knowledge of its aspects.”


This makes both nature and natural explanation equally noninformative.


Bechler goes on to show that Aristotle’s theory of natural motion, a crucial part of Aristotelian physics, is a nondynamical theory, the explanations of which are logically necessary structures. According to Bechler, this means that nature as a whole is conceived by Aristotle as a system lacking force, consisting of logically necessary causal chains.


In mathematics, too, the nonexistence of the actual infinite – that is, of  completed infinite collections (for instance, all natural numbers) – follows from the primacy of the actual, and in logic the structure of the syllogism is a necessary consequence of the same primacy. And in ethics too, the primacy of the actual means a naturalized ethics, lacking not only informativity but also normativity and ultimately justifying everything natural!

For Bechler the scientific revolution of the 16th and 17th  centuries was a revolt against Aristotelianism and thus a return to Platonism, which is inherently informative and irrational. (Bechler wrote a 600-page book just on this topic: Newton’s Physics and the Conceptual Structure of the Scientific Revolution.)


Thus, commencing with Copernicus, the heroes of the scientific revolution – Francis Bacon, Galileo, Descartes and Newton – all strove for informativity in scientific explanation through a metaphysics of actual potentials. Their explanations, however, were not only paradoxical, but also necessarily circular, Bechler says.


Newton’s critics in the 17th and 18th centuries, Leibniz and Berkeley, represent for Bechler an Aristotelian reaction to the Platonism of the scientific revolution.


And since then, especially after the demise of Newtonianism at the beginning of the 20th century, Aristotle’s philosophy of science has returned victorious in the shape of relativity theory and quantum mechanics, supplying also the philosophical foundations for pragmatism, pluralism, and, in a very real sense, for the relativistic anathema of postmodernism.


“The importance of Aristotle’s philosophy of science has never been greater than in the 20th century, after the discoveries of relativity theory and quantum mechanics, and after the appearance of murderous regimes, standing for pragmatist ethics and an enlightened pluralism of values and reality. …The Aristotelian ideology of nonimformative knowledge has now dominion over our entire thinking and it represents the main intellectual flaw of our epoch, a flaw which has presumably become terminal” (back-cover blurb).

Bechler’s book makes Aristotle into a more consistent thinker than he was in reality.


He has made Aristotle into the antithesis of Plato by neglecting knowingly central passages of the Metaphysics (and of the Physics), namely those dealing with the Unmoved Mover – God, for short – considering them unimportant precisely because they do not fit his interpretation.

He does not hide the existence of these passages and is fully aware of their troublesomeness for his reading of Aristotle. Still he considers Aristotle’s discussion of God in the Metaphysics as an inadvertence!

This is a crucial mistake, precisely because in Aristotle’s philosophy God fulfills the function of the Platonic ideas and ultimately accounts for change. Bechler himself is forced to acknowledge this, after his cavalier dismissal of God.


Therefore, any account of change in Aristotle that neglects the ultimate role is bound to be wanting. Similar conclusions apply to Bechler’s unwarranted dismissal of final causes, and to his understanding of the role of the Intelligneces moving the spheres of the Aristotelian cosmos.


Finally, one cannot discuss adequately change in Aristotle without mentioning the role of steresis (privation), that fulfills a crucial function in Aristotle’s account and answers, at least partially, some of Bechler’s criticisms.

Another means of coming up with a rigidly consistent Aristotle is to draw the appropriate logical conclusions from Aristotle’s various statements, even when he himself never drew them and even when there are good reasons to believe that he could not have drawn them, in light of other views he held. There are numerous instances of this kind in the book.


This is clearly an objectionable procedure, since not all the logical implications of one’s statements are known to the sayer.


Bechler, of course, knows this. Nevertheless, he writes: “I do not see the holy need to view all that appears in Aristotle’s writings as part of his true doctrine; and I do not see, therefore, as an insurmountable difficulty the need to designate part of what is written in the books of the Physics and the Metaphysics of Aristotle as a part foreign to and inconsistent with the main doctrine” (p. 34).

Bechler err, too, in sacrificing life’s messiness for the charm of absolutes and their nice, clean logical concatenation. In his hands, history becomes logic. This is appealing, but self-defeating for the historian.


For example, Bechler’s wholesale condemnation of Aristotle’s ethics, though accurate in principle, fails to do justice to its variegated, rich, moral content, which Bechler denies. “Aristotle created the first ethics of conformism and conservatism” (p. 84). True, perhaps, but this is not the whole story.


Hence I deem the following question entirely apposite: Is Bechler’s Aristotle’s Philosophy of Science rational or informative? It cannot be both. I would gladly grant it informativity. But then it is irrational. If, on the other hand, it is rational, then it is substantially empty.


Bechler’s world, like Aristotle’s in his reconstruction (deconstruction), is such that its nature must be consistent with the nature of explanation.


Does Bechler’s book, then, explain Aristotle’s philosophy of science? If it does, it must be irrational. I believe this is indeed Bechler’s choice. In that case, however, it may seem unavoidable for some to conclude that it does not explain. I do not think so. Yet Bechler’s world is ruthless, a brave new world no historian can inhabit.

Still, even if not “correct,” Bechler’s interpretation of Aristotle’s philosophy of science is challenging, thoughtful, erudite and original.


In the overworked field of Aristotelian scholarship, this is no mean achievement. It should cause the open-minded reader to question his pet understanding of Aristotle, to think anew and check his/her interpretive assumptions. In this sense, Bechler book is an important, highly nonconformist and welcome contribution to Aristotelian learning.


Bechler is after big game in woodlands teeming with dangerous predatory animals. It is not at all clear to me that he will last to the end of the hunt. If he does, he will come out of the woods in tatters. The reasons should be clear by now. But, be that as it may, nobody could accuse him of cowardice. In the academic world, this is no mean feat.

