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ARISTOTLE, SPEUSIPPUS, AND THE
METHOD OF DIVISION

INTRODUCTION

As Aristotle himself says, 4. Po. 2.13 is an attempt to provide some rules to hunt out
the items predicated in what something is, namely to discover definitions.! Since most
of this chapter is devoted to the discussion of some rules of division (diairesis), it may
be inferred that somehow division plays a central role in the discovery of definitions.
However, in the following pages I shall not discuss what this role is. Nor shall I discuss
what place division has in the wider discussion of definition and explanation as it
emerges {rom A. Po. 2. 1 shall rather focus on the argument that Aristotle reports and
discusses in 4. Po. 2.13.97a6-22, and which our extant sources ascribe to Speusippus.
As will become clear later on, this argument undermines the possibility of giving any
definition, and Aristotle deals with it here because he can block it by exploiting some
properties of the method of division, I shall also challenge the common view
according to which Speusippus undertook division and wrote books on this subject.
A short quotation from The Riddle of the Early Academy by Cherniss may help to
illustrate this common view:

for Speusippus, however, the essential nature of each thing is identical with the complex of all
its relations to all other things, so that the content of existence is nothing but the whole network
of relations itself, plotted out in a universal diairetical [sc. divisional] scheme.?

Neither of the recent editors of the ancient evidence about Speusippus seems to have
different views on this point. Both Isnardi Parente? and Taran® would share, I think,
the two claims of this quotation. On the contrary, [ shall argue that Speusippus
maintained something like the first claim, namely that each thing is identical with the
complex of all its relations to all other things, but that he might not have accepted the
second claim, namely that this complexity of relations is plotted out in a universal
diairetical [sc. divisional] scheme.”

" A Po. 2.13.96a13.22-3: nas 8¢ Sei Onpeder 1 év T 7i domi waryyopodpeva, viv
Aeymper,

* H. Cherniss, The Riddle of the Early Academy (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 1946), 42,

Y M. Isnardi Parente, Speusippo. Frammenti (Mapoli, 1980).

* L. Taran. Speusippus of Athens. A Critical Study with a Colleetion of the Related Texts and
Commentary (Leiden, 1981).

* That Speusippus undertook division is an old, authoritative claim. The first scholar whe
advanced this claim was Lang in his essay on the catalogue of Speusippus’ work (P Lang, De
Spensippi Academici Seriptis [Bonn, 1911], 21-2). That the division which Speusippus used is
dichotomic was claimed by Stenzel in the article he wrote for the entry ‘Speusippos’ in the
Real-Encvelopddie der classischen Altertunnvissenschaft (1 Stenzel, “Speusippus (2, RE T A,
cols 1636-69 [Stuttgart, 192971 A further step into this tradition was the identification of this
division with the dichotomous method that Aristotle criticizes in PA. 1.2-3. Cherniss was the
first to advance this additional claim (H. Cherniss, Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato and the Academy
{Baltimore, 1944], 59-64, and id. [n. 2], 42), Tn recent vears this claim has been advanced again by
Taran ([n. 4]. 396-406). According to him, P A, 1.2-3 is nothing but a long, detailed criticism of
Speusippus’ dichotomous method of division. Although Isnardi Parente ([n. 3], 256-60) does not
ascribe a dichotomous method of division to Speusippus, she has no hesitation in ascribing some
method of division to Speusippus.
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SPEVISIPPUS ARGUMENT

In A Po. 2.13.97a6-22, returning to the {opic of deflinition. Aristotle deals with an
argument which the extant Greek commentators ascribe to Speusippus. In this case
we are lucky enough to know their common source. The anonyvmons commentator
cites Eudemus as his authority in referring this argument to Spensippus® It is not
easy to understand exactly how the argument should be set out, and what fo'loes is
only a paraphrase;

(i) One cannot know A without knowing how A differs from B, {ii) and one connot knewv how A

differs from B without knowing B (i) Bt to know B one has to kpow how B differs from other

things, and finally from everything. {iv) Tlence nne cannot know A withont knowing evervihing
7

else.

The Greek commentators are divided about the real aim of Speusippus. Philoponus
and Eustratius think that throogh this argument Speusippns wonted to deny the
possibility of definition, and that he held a sceptical attitude towards the verv pessi-
bility of knowledge. The anonymeons commentator reports that according to Endemus
the aim of Speusippus was to argne that it is impossible to define anvihing that there is
without knowing everything that there is® This last testimony ie ambiguous It can be
read in two ways: either the commentator cites Eudemus as his authority onlv in
ascribing the argument to Speusippus or be cites Eudemus also as his authority for the
interpretation ol the argument he iz going to endorse. In this case Fudemus himself
says that Speusippus argued that in order to define anything it is necessary to know
everything. I{ this way of reading the Greek is the right one, as T am inclined to think,
the interpretation I shall develop goes ultimately back to Endemus. At any rate,
whatever may be the interpretation of the testimony reported by the anonymons
commentator, this has to be preferied (o that offered by Philoponns and Fustratins,
The latter is only an abbreviation of the testimony reperted by the mnonymoens
commentator. The proof is that it is possible to reconstruct the version of the nrgn-
ment reported by Philoponus and Euostratins from that offered by the anonvmons
commentator, but not vice versa.

Premises (1) and (i) of the argument depend on the assmmption that i order to
know anything it is necessary 1o konow its place within the system where 1 15 an
element. Nevertheless, this assurption ean be developed in two ways, Let us enll these
two ways respectively the strong and the vweak interpretation:

The strong interpretation: 1o know something one must know evervthing in the
world. The entire world is o svetem in which one cannot poesess knowledee of 2
particular fact without possessing knowledge of the entire world of which it is an
element.

The weak interpretation: in some yelative and independent domains to know on= of
its elements one must know alea the others, In other words, there are certain

" Anon., In A Po Librwm Alreven Compaenrarimn (OG 4 13.3), 584017,
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svstems itn which one cannot possess knowledge of a particular fact without
possessing knowledge of the entire system of which it is an element.

According to Plato, the letters of the alphabet are a system of the second type. We
know each letter as far as we know its place in the alphabetic system, or also as far as
we know how this particular letter differs from the others. In other words, a letter is
not known in isolation, but only in combination with the other letters. Let us briefly
focus on Philebus 17a-18d. Here Socrates credits the god or godlike man Theut with
the discrimination first of the vowels from one another, and then of the vowels from
other noeises which are pot quite like vowels and vet can be pronounced, noises
probably like ‘mmm’ and ‘ssss’. After discriminating these from one another, Socrates
savs, Theut distinguished these two from the mutes, namely most of the consonants,
which he then distinguished from one another. Finally Theut called each and all of
them letters. But the most interesting part of the passage starts after this. Perceiving
that none of us learns any one of them alone by itself without learning them all, and
considering that this was a common bond which made them in a way all one, Theut
assigned to them all an art and called it grammar.® One might think that this account
is not convincing, and that it is not true that any letter can be known only in
combination with the others. In particular, one might argue that it is not necessary to
know all twenty-two letters of the Greek alphabet in order to be able, for example, to
write and to read the Greek characters ‘f” and *y’. The proof is that one could train
oneself in order to learn how to read and to write only the characters ‘g’ and ‘y’. Two
things are to be said in response to this. First of all, the Greek word that Plato vses
for ‘letter’, namely *oroiyeror’, is ambiguous. *Lroryeior’ may refer both to written
characters, e.g. ‘8" and ‘', and to the pronounced and heard noises that these
characters stand for, the consonant sounds /b/ and /g/. Although it is possible to learn
how to write and to read the characters ‘8" and ‘" in isolation from the other Greek
characters, we learn the consonant sounds /b/ and /g/ only in combination with a
vowel sound. Secondly, and more importantly, to know the letters of the alphabet is
not merely to possess the ability to write and to read the characters ‘8’ and ‘v in
isolation. To know the letters of the alphabet is to know how the letters combine and
arrange with one another. This is made clear in Sophist 253a. And a great deal is
made of this peint in Theaetetus 207d-208a. From this passage we learn that a
person who spells ‘“Theaetetus’ right but gets “Theodorus’ wrong does not know the
spelling of “Theaetetus’. At least for Plato, a total mastery of the letters of the
alphabet involves not only knowledge of the ways in which the Jetters combine and
arrange with one another, but also knowledge of the combinations and arrangements
the letters compose.

Did Speusippus offer his argument to support the weak interpretation? There is no
evidence that this is so. First of all, Aristotle takes it for granted that the argument was
offered to support the strong interpretation (4. Po. 2.13.97a6-7). If Speusippus had
offered it to support the weak interpretation, Aristotle’s attack would represent an
uncharitable misinterpretation of his intentions. Secondly, Aristotle would hardly have
attacked this argument if Speusippus had offered it to support the weak interpretation.
It should not have been difficult for Aristotle to find domains which can be known only
as a whole. The example of the letters of the alphabet was easily at hand also for him.

i
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Do we have to come to the conclusinn that Speusippus held something like the strong
interpretation? At least at first sight. Aristotle’s discussion of the argument sugmests
that we have to come to this concluzien. In particular, thiz discussion snggests that
Speusippus thought the world is a network of relations where ene cannot knew
anything without knowing evervihing. ' Mevertheless, it is well worth frving to resist
coming to this conclusion. It is not troe that the world is a system of interrelated things
such that we cannot know anvthing without knowing evervthing, In the animal
kingdom, for example, it is possible 10 know animals such as the horse and the lion
even without knowing amimals such as the kangarco or the tapir.

There is a third possibility. It may be the case that Spensippus did not offer the
argument to support either the weak or the strong interpretation, but he offered
it rather as a general puzzfe about bnowledge, I this is so. the puzzle offered hy
Speusippus would be something like this:

one cannot know what a horse is withewt bnowing how a horse differs from a2 cow; but oae
cannot know how a horse differs from a cow withont knowing what 2 cow is. Bot agnin ome
cannot know what a cow is witheut konowing o o cow differs from a sheeps bot one connnt
know how a cow differs from a sheep without knmwing what a sheep is Bot again one connot
know what a sheep is without knowing hew a sheep differs from o dog. . .. And one coeld go
on,

This puzzle is based on two claims. Aristotle reports the first in 9729 10: (1) to know
something, e.g. A, involves knowing the differences of A'' Aristotle reports the seconid
in 97a8-9: (ii) it is not possible to know the differences of A without knowing
everything.!* Claims (i} and (ii) are coneherated by a general principle which is spelt
out in 97al0-11: a thing is the sam= as thal from which it does not differ and different
from that from which it does differ.'” This general principle (which 1 shall sefer to as
principle [P]) may be rephrased as fnllows:

[P]: two things are the same when they share all the same differences, and they are
different when they do not share all the same differences.

It is important to point oul the notion of difference, in Greek Stadopd. which
appears both in claim (i) and (i), T particubar, 4 is a difference of Aif, and onlyv i

. 4isafeature of A
2 Aissuch that if 2 is a feature of AL then there is at Teast an v which s B and (s
net a feature of B.

Clause (2) makes it clear how “to bnow the differences of A is to be taken bothy in
claim (i) and (i1). Tn order to know that A 1 Bare different it i« enongh to know that
there are some differences which distineuish A from B. Nevertheless in order to knew
the differences of A’ in the qualified sense which is invelved in (21 it is nef enongh e

" Scholars are unanimous on this poiet: Speasippus would have advanced lis argament fo
support something like the strong interpretation. See Th, Waitz, Arictotelis Organon Gracee 2
(Leipzig, 1844-6), 419: Cherniss (n. 5), 5% 640 W D Ross, Aristotle’s Prioe and Postevior Analyiics
(Oxford, 1949), 659-6t; Tardn, {n. 4} ®R 01 fsnardi Parente ([n. 3], 256 60) poes even furiher
and claims that Speusippus offered his argrment to support a sort of sarandin.
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406 v, FALCON

know that A differs from B, but it is necessary to know fow A differs from B, namely
what the differences by which A differs from B are.

ARISTOTLE'S DISCUSSION OF SPEUSIPPUS’ ARGUMENT

Aristotle’s discussion of the argument offered by Speusippus consists of two
objections. Although I shall speak of a first and a second objection, it is important to
bear in mind that these two objections cannot be split up. As will become clear very
soon, the first objection in isolation cannot block the puzzle, and perhaps only the
second objection together with the first one can do this.

In his first objection Aristotle attacks the notion of difference involved in the
argument by arguing that a distinction between types of differences is needed:

(i) Now, first, this is false: one thing in fact is not different from another in virtue of every
difference, (ii) in fact there are many differences between things which are the same in
species—though not differences in respect of their essence or in themselves.'

It 1s not easy to understand what “this’ in (i) refers to. One could be tempted to think
that it refers to the principle which Aristotle has just reported, namely to principle
[P]. This is nevertheless excluded by the fact that [P] is a version (maybe only a weak
one) of the so-called Leibniz Law, which elsewhere Aristotle accepts.'® But if ‘this’
cannot refer to principle [P], it has to be taken as a reference to the whole argument.
In the argument Speusippus suggests that every difference makes a thing different
from another, and that to know a thing is to know the sum of the differences that
make it different from everything else. This is exactly what Aristotle does not accept.
On his view this principle is false, and by relying on it Speusippus simply disregards
the distinction between essential and non-essential properties.’®

Although in his first objection Aristotle argues that érepor efvar and Siagdpéperv
cannot be taken as synonyms, it is clear that this objection in isolation cannot solve the
puzzle. Speusippus could have easily reformulated it in this way:

one cannot know what a horse is without knowing how a horse essentially differs from a cow;
but one cannot know how a horse essentially differs from a cow without knowing what a cow is.
But again cne cannol know what a cow is without knowing how a cow essentially dilfers from a
sheep: but one cannot know how a cow essentially differs from a sheep without knowing what a
‘sheep is. But again one cannot know what a sheep is without knowing how a sheep essentially
differs from a dog. . . . And one counld go on.

“ A Po. 2.1397all-14: nparor pév oly Toiro YedSos o yip ward miocav Siadopdv
erepor moAlal yap Stadopal tmdpyovar rols alrois T eiver, adld’ ot kar’ ovoiav ovdé
xall” adrd,

" See, for instance, Top. 7.2.152b36-153a5. An analysis of this passage is offered in M.
Mignucei, ‘Puzzles about identity. Aristotle and his Greek commentators’, in J. Wiesener (ed.),
Aristoteles Werk und Wirkung (Berlin, New York, 1985), 57-66.

* In clause (i) Aristotle gives his explanation for clause (i) by introducing a distinction
amongst differences. 1 take o8¢ in 97al13 as the negative counterpart of the epexegetic raf.
According to this interpretation, in (ii) Aristotle is content to introduce only two types of
differences: (a} essential differences, and (b) non-essential differences. It is nevertheless possible to
read (i) as il Aristotle is introducing the following tripartition: {a) difTerences in respect to the
essence, 1.e. essential difTerences; (b) per se differences; and finally (c) differences that are neither
essential nor per se. Although this second interpretation is consistent with what Aristotle says
elsewhere, it has at least two disadvantages. First of all, Aristotle does not need to introduce the
per se differences. As a matler of fact, they add nothing to his first objection. Secondly, the per se
differences would be introduced without any further clarification or explanation.
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FIGURE 1

In his second objection Aristotle tties to hlock this possible move by exploiting the
method of division.!” In a division one dnes not have to know evervthing. Assuming
genus G, the differences by which G is disided eg. 4 and 4y, and finally assuming that
4y along with G makes the species Sz, one needs to know that 4 and 4, divide G
exhaustively, and that what is to be defined falls under S;. By further dividing S by its
differences one will get the definition required. A diagram may clarify the point which
Aristotle is making in his second ohiectinn. If the division of G is effected as it is
described in Figure 1, one has clearly 10 know onlv the elements which in the diagram
are circled.

Whereas in the first objection Aristotle distinguishes between two fyvpes of
differences, namely essential and non-essentind differences, in the second ohjection he
exploits division as a method of definine from essential differences. Through Tus first
objection Aristotle narrows down ihe prssible scope of Speusippns’ argument.
Although this argument can be faken as a general puzzle about knowlerdpe. Aristotle
clearly takes it as a puzzle about a very particular type of knowledge. namely know-
ledge by definition. Through his second ohjzction he shows that it is not necessary to
know everything in order to define, but that it is enough to know genus G and the
essential differences by which species S» i< divided. These two objections work together
and represent only one reply to Speusippus’ przzle,

One might think that this reply is not satisfactory, and that the puzzle is not yet
blocked. The knowledge of G could <till canse a difficulty. One might argue the
Speusippus could still challenge Aristotle by appealing to the following ad hoc version
of his puzzle. It is true that in dividing one does not need to know everything about any
species other than S;, but what about €37 One cannot know G without knowing how (5
differs from Gy: but one cannot know iy 65 differs from Gy without knowing GG, But
again one cannot know G; without knowing how G, differs from G but ane cannnt
know how G, differs from G withowt knowing G, . .. And one could go on, In other
words, to know something one has to know everything. But in this case A ristatle hasa
finat reply. He would probably say that one does not have to know everything in order
to know G. There is a passage in the 7hpics whete Aristotle is very clear on this point.
If the species is known, he says, both the genns and the differences must be known:
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however, if the genus or the differences are known, it does not necessarily follow that
the species is also known.'® Although one cannot know what a kangaroo is without
knowing what an animal is, one can know what an animal is without knowing what a
kangaroo is. Before the discovery of Australia no European was able to answer the
question ‘What is a kangaroo?’; however, every European was supposed to be able to
answer the question “What is an animal?’ Let us take again a very simple world. This
time the world consists of six elements arranged in two trees as in Figure 2. Aristotle
would say that in order to know one of the elements of this world one does not have to
know the other five also. In order to know S; one has to know only the circled
elements, namely S,, Gy, and Ga. In particular, one can know G; without knowing 5;
and Ss. In general, to know one of the four species of this world it is always enough to
know four elements. Figure 2 shows the elements required to know both §; and S,.

FIGURE 2

On the other hand, in order to know G or G3 one does not have to know any of the
four species. It is enough to know G; and Gy, as shown in Figure 3.
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position of Aristotle’s in Metaph. 7.12, definition is reduced to the last difference, which records
all the information conveyed by the genus and the previous differences. Let us suppose thal
two-footed is the last difference of man. When one knows that man is two-footed, one knows that
man is an animal, that man goes on feet, and finally that man has two feet. In this case knowledge
of the difference, two-footed, is also knowledge of the species, man. Later on I shall offer a brief
presentation and discussion of Metaph 7.12. Here | am content lo say that in this chapter
Aristotle introduces a particular rule of division. According to this rule, every difTerence must be
a difference of a previous difference. As far as I can see, Aristotle never relies on this rule in the
Topics or in the Posterior Analytics. Here Aristotle never requires that division is conducted on
the basis of this particular rule. Elsewlhere I claimed that the method of division as it emerges
from Aristotle’s use and discussion of division in the Topics and in the Posterior Analytics is not
consistent with this particular rule. Cf. A. Falcon, ‘Aristotle’s theory of division’, in R. Sorabji
{ed.), dristotle and After (London, 1997), 127-41.
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DID SPEUSIPPUS PEALLY USE THE METHOD OF DIVISION?

Does Aristotle block the puzzle? Since he solves the puzzle by exploiting a particular
property of the method of division his solution works onlv if one nccepts division as
an adequate method of definition. In other words, there is still a last move to
challenge Aristotle. One could nrgue ngainst the possibility of arranging the werld
into divisional trees as snggested by Figures 2 and 3. Althongh Aristotle takes it for
granted that our world consicts of genera and species. and that it is possible 1o
arrange it in divisional treec, it is far from clear that division is a pattern of reality, In
particular, I shall argue that not onlv could Speusippus have found the Aristotehan
solution of his puzzle unsatisfactory, but that he might also net have accepted div-
ision as an adequate method of *finitinn,

[t is commonly agreed that Spensippus wrote classifications. and that he undertook
a particular version of the method of division. Lang, Stenzel, and Cherniss were the
first scholars who suggested this possibility. They claimed that Spensippus inher-
ited division from Plato.'® The most recent editor of the ancient avidence ahont
Speusippus, Taran, provides ns with the most in depth refinement of this sngeestion,
According to Taran, in 4. Do 21X Avistotle would report the criterin which Spensippus
applied in division. These criteria would be the notions of identity and difference, in
Greek radrdr and Bdrepor. Mv applving principle [P], namely by asking himsell
whether two or more things are identical or different, Speusippus wenld be able 10
establish groups of identical things™ Moreover, from the faot that it is poscible to
point out fwe criteria of division, Tarin infers that the division nsed by Spensippus was
strictly dichotomic. In other werds not onlv the method of division but alse the epecinl
version of this method which Asistotle criticizes in 4 123 is to be asciibed (o
Speusippus. More precisely. 774 1.2 3 would be nothing but 2 wnified argument
against Speusippus’ dichotomans method of division,”!

In my view the only clear implication of the argument asitisreportedin 4 Po. 2,12
is that Speusippus’ method of definition consisted in the strict application of principle
[P]. This is a very general principle, and it did not commit Speusippos to underiaking
either division in general or a special version of it. Principle [P'] strongly susgests that
for Speusippus any thing is definnhle only within the netwoerk of relations of which it is
the focus. The idea of being the focvs of a network of relations is clearly distinet from
that of being somewhere in a divisional tree either as genus ov as epecies, Moreover, a5
the argument stands it does not imply any reference at afl to the methed of division.
The argument is a general puzzle nhout knowledge, and Aristotle deals with it here
because he can block it by exploiting his own version of the method of division.

SURVIVING TESTIMOMIES IN FAVOUR OF THE ATTRIBUTION OF
PVISION TO SPEUSTPPUIS

It has to be admitted that there is come evidence which may be brought to support the
claim that Speusippus accepicd division as an adequate method of definition. The
first piece of this evidence is a frngment of the comic poet Fpicrates which is reported
by Athenaeus in his Deipnosophist, In this fragment Epicrates parodies the wethod
of division for which the Academy must have been notorions at that fime. Moy
particularly, someone asks what Plato, Speusippus, and Menedemus are doing a* that
very moment. The interlocutor tells him that he saw a group of Plate’s disciplesin the

¥ See note 5 for further details. I Taran (a4, 65, T Tordnde LR A,
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Academy, in the presence of Plato himself, attempting to define animals and plants,
and in particular the pumpkin, by the method of division.”* Although this testimony
is very curious, it can hardly be considered historical evidence about the activity of
the members of the Academy. What we can fer from the fragment of Epicrates, |
think, is only that the practice of division was important in the Academy.”

The second piece of evidence in favour of the traditional view is a title we find in the
catalogue of works which Diogenes Laertius ascribes to Speusippus. Works on the
subject of division are ascribed not only to Xenocrates, Aristotle, and Theophrastus,
but also to Speusippus. In particular, in the list of titles reported by Diogenes Laertius
it is possible to read Swaipéoers wai mpds ra Spowa vroléoes.?

Since this title is the only clear evidence in favour of the traditional attribution of
division to Speusippus, it is important to establish how far we can rely on it. In other
words, whatever the title Siatpéoers xal mpds 7d dpota Dmolléoers may eventually reler
to, itis important to evaluate it as evidence. On this point | prefer to recall the words by
which Moeraux introduces his study of another famous catalogue reported by Diogenes
Laertius: the catalogue of Aristotle’s works. In introducing the lists of Aristotle’s
works Moraux summarizes the main problems one has to face in studying any
catalogue as follows:

Les catalogues anciens ont été victimes de toutes sortes d'alterations: les omissions de tilres, les
transcriptions erronées et les corruptions des chiffres indiquant les nombres des rouleaux y sont
fréquentes. Indépendentement de ces modifications, les catalogues ont souvent subi des
remainements voulus: addition d'appendices, interpolations de titre nouveaux, bouleversement
de I'ordre des titres etc.”

I'he catalogue of Speusippus’ works does not represent an exception. First of all,
the hist of works is incomplete. There are a few titles which are ascribed to Speusippus
elsewhere and which cannot be reduced to the titles reported in the catalogue.
Secondly, the list of works is surely in disorder. The proof is that there are titles which
are repeated twice. To explain these repetitions it has been suggested that our actual
catalogue is the result of two lists, of which the one was the abbreviation of the other,2®
Thirdly, there is a more general fact about all ancient titles which is illustrated very well
in the case of the treatise of Speusippus we usually refer to by the title On Similar
Things. Several [ragments of this treatise have been preserved by Athenaeus, who also
provides us with the title ¢jroia. Diogenes Laertius probably reports the same treatise
under the title Sutdoyor ranw mepl vy wpayparelar opoiwr, which has been emended
inta rijs mept Ta oot mpaypareias.’’ In this case we have at least two possible titles
for the same treatise, and the [irst is probably an abbreviation of the second. What
happened in the case of the treatise On Similar Things is not unusual. In general, there
is no reason to think that any title of any catalogue was originally given by the author
himsell, More particularly, there is no reason to think that the title Siaipéoers kai ra

“oAthen. 2 59%0-1 (T, Kock, Comicarmmn Atticorwn Fragmenta 2, fr. 11, 287),
" On this issue, see P Merlan, “Zur Biopraphie des Speusippos’, Phifofogus 103 (1959),
B8 214. now also in P Merlan, Kleine philosophische Schriften (Hildesheim, New York, 1976).

! Diog. Laert. 4.5,

YR Moraux, Les Listes anciennes des onveages d Aristote {Louvain, 19313, 186,

“ Lang was the first scholar who advanced this possibility. See Lang (n. 5), 48. On this
suggestion, see also the additional notes which M. Gigante added to the second edition of his
Iraliun translation of Diogenes Laertius (Diogene Laerzio, Vite dei Filosofi [Bari, 19767], 579-81).

" Om the reasons for this emendation. see Lang (n. 5), 16 17: Taran (n. 4), 196; and Isnardi
Parentedn 33, 214,
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7pds Ta poia Brofiésers goes back ultimately to Speusippus himself. Finally, how far
can we tely on a title to infer its content? The capacity of any title, but especially of o
Greck title, of informing us about its content is meagre. The very famous case of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics can illustrate thiz point. This title refers to the order of
publication rather than the content of the work. As a matter of fact, there is no
relation between the content of the work and 1= title, which tells us nothing abont the
content of the following fourteen books

THEORY AND PRACTICE OF DIVISION

I have claimed that the curious fragment of the comic peet Epicrates cannot support
the claim that Speusippus undertook division and wrote on this subject. If this is so,
the title reported by Diogenes Laertins is the only clear evidence in favour of the
attribution of an interest in the method of division to Spensippus, thongh T have
argued that it does not necessarily carry any great weight. But let vs focus again on
the first part of this title, namely Sieipdacic. In this case the plural is. T think,
significant. What I would like to claim is that if this title is a picce of evidence at all,
it is evidence about the attribution of o certain number of divisions to Spensippus
What one may infer from this title is that Speusippus wrote down a few divisions,
which were gathered in a single book. What one may not infer from this title is that
Speusippus wrote a treatise on division. The plural Starpdoers is not a suitahle title for
a theoretical discussion of division. Aristotle’s discussion of the dichotomic method
of division is surely such a discussion. In .4 1.2-3 Aristotle offers nothing but a
theory of division. More particularly. 7.4 1.2 is a relatively independent composi-
tion which consists of two parts: (1) a pars destruens, where Aristotle attacks the
dichotomous division and explains why in his view it is inadequate, and (b) a pars
construens, where he offers a few rnles according to which everv division should be
conducted. There is no doubt that .4 1.2 3 wonld hardly have heen described by
any catalogue with the title Searpdo=ic. I therefore the title Scarpéiers reported by
Diogenes Laertius refers to something at all, it cannot refer to a theoretical diseussior
of the method of division; it presumahly refers to divisions of the same Eind as those
we conventionally know as Aristetelian divisions.™

Whatever the origin of the Aristot=lian divisions may be, one thing is fairly clear:
they are to be taken as a testimony about the Aristotelian (er Academic) vse of div-
ision, but not as a testimony about the Aristotelian (or Academic) rheory of divisicn. |
would like to make this last point clear Let ns take, for instance, the divisions which
have been numbered by Mutschmann as Dive. 2 and 2. They contain a classification of
virtues and vices. More particulariy. virtne is divided into four different kinds: justice.
bravery, temperance, and phronesis (Div. 2) On the other part, vice is divided into
injustice, cowardice, intemperance. and aplyasune (Div. 3). Moereover, both in Dir 2
and Div. 3 a correspondence is establicher] hetween virtues and vices en the ene hard

“and parts of the soul on the other hand, There is no doubt that these divisions

-

document the idea that there is a connection between ethics and psvchology, that it s

® H. Mutschmann, Divisiones Quac Unleo Dicuniur Avistoteleae (Lipsine, 19060 A tramskation
-and a commentary has recently been offered by C. Rossitto, rvistorcle of aliri Divisions

+ Introduzione, traduzione e commento (Packy 2. 1984). On the formation of this corpts of divisiers
- and its transmission, see T, Dorandi, ‘Ricerche sulla trasmissione delle Divisioni Aristoteliche’ in

K. A. Algra, P. W. van der Horst, and 1Y T Runia fedd ) Polvhisror Stedics i the History ond

.. Histariography of Ancient Philosophy Provented te Jeop Mansfold on his Siveicth Rivtlehey (Mew

Iz

Yor’k Leiden, Koln, 1997), 145 65,
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possible to offer a psychological model of ethics, and that whoever wrote this division:
wanted to register this commonly held belief. There is also no doubt that whoever
wrote these divisions was not concerned with offering rules of division or with
discussing division as a method. It is a matter of fact that these divisions tell us
something about ethics but nothing about division as a method of definition or
classification. The reason for this is, [ think, that whoever wrote these divisions did not
mean to offer a theory of division but just contented himself with using division. :

At this point it should be clear that even those who think that the catalogue of
works reported by Diogenes Laertius can help us to shed some light upon the activity
and the views of Speusippus could accept my reconstruction and analysis of the
argument which Aristotle reports and discusses in 4. Po. 2.13. In particular, evidence
about the use of division is not necessarily evidence about the acceptance of a
corresponding theory of division. Speusippus might well have used division because he
was interested in introducing distinctions in one or more areas, for instance in ethics or
in mathematics, without accepting division as an adequate method of definition. At
this point the only remaining reason for attributing the acceptance of division as an
adequate method of definition of Speusippus is the fact that this very method was
important within the Academy. In other words, if Plato, Aristotle, and Xenocrates
were interested in division and thought it was an adequate method of definition, then
Speusippus too, who was the first scholarch of the Academy after the death of Plato,
should have been interested in division and have thought it was an adequate method
of definmition. This is a very weak reason. Despite the obscurity which surrounds
the Academy one thing is clear enough: orthodoxy was not a feature of Academic
thought and tradition.” The positions within the Academy were so different that it
would not be a great surprise to discover that on the issue of division too there was no
unanimity.*®

To sum up, there is an authoritative tradition according to which (a) Speusippus
used the method of division; (b) this method was dichotomous; (c) it is the dicho-

¥ See, for instance, Cherniss (n. 2), 81ff; and H. I Kriimer, ‘Die Altere Akademie im
Allgemeinen’, in H. Flashar (ed.), Die Philosophie der Antike (Stuttgart, 1983), 6.

* From Simplicius we learn that Speusippus left a division (digiresis) of names. A discussion
of this testimony cannot be postponed any longer. According to Simplicius, first Speusippus
divided names into radrovvpa and érepdvupa, and then radrévupa into opawvvpa and
ovrdvupa, and érepdvepa into Slws érepdnupa, modvdvupa, and mapdvvpn. CL Simpl. In
Cat. 38.19-24. This testimony goes back ultimately to Boethus and his commentary on the
Categories. Simplicius did not have direct access to Boethus but knew his commentary indirectly,
presumably through Porphyry and his major commentary on the Categories, the [Tpos FeddAwor.
(For a convenient discussion on the sources of Simplicius, see L Barnes, ‘Homonymy in Aristotle
and Speusippus’, CQ N.S. 21 [1971], 65-80; L. Taran, *Speusippus and Aristotle on homonymy
and synonymy’, Hermes 106 [1978], 73-99, and more recently Tarin [n. 4], 406-14.) In the light of
the previous discussion this can be nothing but a testimony about Speusippus’ use of division..
Nevertheless, Tardn ([n. 4], 413-14) made an attempt to prove that this use is nor neutral with
respect to-a particular theory of division. According to this theory, division is to be conducted by
the strict application of the notions of identity and difference. Let us turn to Speusippus’ division
of names. At a first stage names are divided into ravrévepa and érepavupn. But what about the
second stage? In particular, what about the érepavuea? They are divided into (8iws érepdvupa,
ToAvanvpa, and mapdrupa. According to Tardn, a third principle is here operative, Division is
in fact conducted first on the basis of the notion of identity and difference, and then on the basis
of the notion of similarity, in Greek opotdrys. The reference to the notion of similarity is
puzzling. In particular, it does not seem very helpful to deseribe the relationship which holds
between paronyms by making appeal to the notion of similarity. Derivativeness, a special kind of
co-ordination, and ordering are clearly involved in paronymy. 1 do not want to enter into this

- further issue. I am content to claim that this particular division cannot provide evidence in favour -
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tomous method of division which Aristotle criticizes in PA. 1.2-3. A careful reading
of the argument of Speusippus which Aristotle reports and discusses in 4. Po 2,13
casts doubts on this tradition, and in particolar on point (b) [and consequently (¢'].
Moreover, in the light of the distinction between use and theory point (a) is ambignors,
As it stands, this may be understond in two ways: (i) Speusippus had a theory of
division and he consequently used if; (ii) Spensippus did not have a theory of division
but he used it. Point (a) can also be questioned if it is taken, as usnal, in the first,
stronger way. The idea of a thing as the focus of a network of relations is crucial for the
argument as it is reported in A Po. 2.13. This very idea is nennral with respect to any
theory of division, and the argument iteell strongly suggests that Speusippue had a
different method of definition based on the notion of similarity and difference.
According to this method, to define a thing is to know the relations that this thing has
with all surrounding things

A Po. 213 AMND Metaph, 7.12

There is a general objection which might be raised against my reconstruction and
analysis of the argnment which Aristotle reports and discusses in 4 Po 2,131
claimed that this argument is a puzzle. and that Aristotle blocks this puzzle by taking
it for granted that the world is arranged into divisional trees. Tt might be ohjected that
Aristotle’s attitude towards the method of division changes, and that on this issue it is
possible to discern different stages in the Aristotelian corpus. Briefly, at first Aristotle
would have accepted division as a sort of Platonic heritage, and later he wonld have
rejected it to elaborate his own methed of definition.

Against the thesis that division iz only a Platonic heritage which Aristotle
abandoned to develop his own non divisional method of definition there is the fact
that nowhere does Aristotle condemn division as a method of definition. On the
contrary, either Aristotle rejects division as a method of proof (4 Pr. 231 and A4
2.5) or he criticizes a particular version of the method of division, namely the
dichotomic division (PA. 1.2-3). Furthermore, a careful reading of "4 1.2 2 shows
that Aristotle’s first aim is to establish his own method of division mere firmly P 4.
1.2-3 is a collection of rules of division which Aristotle himsell thinks adegnatz to
define objects in the animal kingdom. I Aristotle never condemns division as a
method of definition, his solution to the puzzle cannot be taken as a first. provisional
solution which becomes inadequate when Aristotle develops his own method of
definition. On the contrary, Aristotle appeals to this particular defining method
because its properties provide him with a solution to a general puzzle about definition,

I would like to conclude by pointing cut that this particular usage of division does
not represent an exception in the Arictotelian corpus. Aristotle makes appeal to ks
method to solve a general issue concerning definition also in Metaph. 7.12. Ters
Aristotle is concerned with the question of unity in definition. He makes the
assumption that an adequate method of definition should guarantee that a definition
is unitary. In this case he makes appeal to the rule that every difference must be the
difference of a difTference. Relving on this role, and on idea that the last difference

~of the attribution of a dichotomons methad of division to Speusippus. Nor can it provde
- evidence in favour of the attribution of a particular theory of division to him. It merely confirms

that Speusippus made use of division. M ore precisely, he made use of division in order to reach a
- dassification of names. Division is in {22t nentral with respect to the goal which mav be chosen.
Dﬁﬁun may be an instrument of definition as wall as of classification,
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contams ali prior differences, division becomes an adequate method of definmtion and
olfers a solution to the problem of the unity of definition. More particularly, a
definition consists of a plurality of elements: 2 genus G and a series of differences 4.,
A, oo dae, A T division s effected on the basis of this rule, the differences can be
reduced to the last one, namely 4, which entails its predecessors. The consequence is
that a definition consists only of the genus G and the last difference d,. Moreover, at
least in Metaph. 7.12, Aristotle seems to think that the genus G is contained, in one
way or another, in the first difference 4,. Aristotle takes into account two possibilities:
(a) the genus does not exist apart {rom its differences; (b) the genus exists apart from its
differences but only as matter with respect to form. Aristotle does not choose one of
the two possibilities. He is content with the resuit that both guarantee, However the
genus may be taken away, a definition is reduced to the differences, and ultimately to
the last difference. Thus all parts of the definition are reduced to the last difference
alone, which is the ousia of the thing and the definition 1tself,
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