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Abstract 
 I shall argue that, according to Aristotle, the knowledge we may attain is pro-
foundly qualified by our status as human knowers. Th roughout the corpus, Aris-
totle maintains a separation of knowledge at the broadest level into two kinds, 
human and divine. Th e separation is not complete—human knowers may enjoy 
temporarily what god or the gods enjoy on a continuous basis; but the division 
expresses a fact about humanity’s place in the cosmos, one that imposes strict 
conditions on what we may know, with what degree of certainty, and in what 
areas. While passages bearing on human knowledge are familiar, looking at them 
collectively and in comparison with certain other well known Aristotelian doc-
trines may significantly affect how we understand the goals of his philosophy and 
why our hopes for reaching them must be limited. 
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 In passages appearing in two important contexts Aristotle reassures his 
Greek reader that the pursuit of philosophic wisdom is not an impious 
human desire. One is found in the first book of the Metaphysics, as Aristo-
tle introduces the divine science of first causes. Th e other comes near the 
end of the Nicomachean Ethics, as part of the protreptic for the bios theo-
retikos. Modern commentators tend to give the passages scant attention. 
Th ey seem tied, after all, to the unenlightened world of early Greek cul-
ture, a place of fearful superstition and jealous gods. By taking the passages 
as our starting point, we may understand more fully the place Aristotle 
assigns to human beings in the knowable cosmos and in the process come 
to appreciate a neglected dimension of Aristotle’s thought. 
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 It may seem surprising to speak of a problem of knowledge in Aristotle. 
In one sense—our sense—Aristotle has no such problem. In contrast to 
Plato, who took such doubts seriously, Aristotle is generally not concerned 
with sceptical doubts about the possibility of knowledge that have played 
a large role in the history of philosophy since the time of Descartes.1 One 
can trace a tendency toward scepticism in early Greek philosophy,2 and 
Aristotle was certainly aware of it.3 But for the most part he acts as if the 
possibility of knowledge is practically a given. In the Posterior Analytics and 
in remarks bearing on knowledge and the knowable in various treatises, he 
moves confidently to define the nature of knowledge and to map out its 
varieties.4 

 Nevertheless there remains a problem of knowledge in Aristotle, a prob-
lem of human knowledge. I shall argue that, according to Aristotle, the 
knowledge we may attain is profoundly qualified by our status as human 
knowers. Th roughout the corpus, Aristotle maintains a separation of 
knowledge at the broadest level into two kinds, human and divine. Th e 
separation is not complete—human knowers may enjoy temporarily what 
god or the gods enjoy on a continuous basis. But the division expresses 
a fact about humanity’s place in the cosmos, one that imposes strict con-
ditions on what we may know, with what degree of certainty, and in 
what areas. While many of the passages bearing on human knowledge are 
familiar, looking at them collectively and in connection with other well-
known Aristotelian doctrines may significantly affect how we understand 

1)  N. Hartman (1978), 199-200; M. Burnyeat (1981), 136-139; C. Taylor (1990), 116-117; 
but see the prudent remarks in A. Long (1981), 97-99. We might put the difference this 
way. Whereas Descartes begins by doubting all of his everyday beliefs, Aristotle insists that 
the philosopher begins with phainomena, ‘appearances’, and endoxa, ‘reputable opinions’. 
Th ough these are not veridical, they contain some portion of the truth so that they may 
serve as starting points in a way that Cartesian doubt would make impossible. 
2)  J. Lesher (1978); J. Barnes (1979), 136-151; E. Hussey (1990); J. Lesher (1999); 
J. Brunschwig (2000), 943-946. 
3)  A. Long (1981); J. Barnes (1987). 
4)  Aristotle takes on sceptical challenges most directly in APo. i 3 and Metaph. iv 5. In addi-
tion to the articles cited in the previous note, see T. Irwin (1988), 192-196; J. Barnes 
(1993), 103-110; M-K. Lee (2005), especially chp. 6. But see I. Vasiliou (1996), who 
argues against the approach he sees typified in Barnes and Irwin that formulates a response 
to scepticism on Aristotle’s behalf, and W. Wians (2006) on Metaph. iv 5. 
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the goals of his philosophy and why our hope for reaching them must be 
limited.5 

  1. Knowing to Excess 

  Not to be born is best 
 when all is reckoned in, but once a man has seen the light 
 the next best thing, by far, is to go back ,
 back where he came from, quickly as he can. 

 Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus, 1224ff. 
(trans. R. Fagles) 

 Th e opening chapters of the Metaphysics articulate the place of human 
knowledge in the cosmos. For both Plato and Aristotle, philosophy begins 
in wonder (to thaumazein: Plato, Th eaetetus 155d2-5; Aristotle, Metaph. i 2, 
982b12-13).6 Wonder is a manifestation of the innate human desire to 
know (Metaph. i 1, 980a21), a desire that separates human beings from 
other animals and places us above them in a natural hierarchy (980a27-
b28). Our wonder is first stirred by perplexities close at hand (ex archês ta 
procheira tôn aporôn thaumasantes; i 2, 982b13-14).7 Gradually, our per-
plexity leads us from lesser to greater matters (eita kata mikron houtô 
proiontes kai peri tôn meizonôn diaporêsantes; b14-15), to questions about 
the attributes of the moon, the sun, and the stars, and about the generation 
of all things ( peri tês tou pantos geneseôs; b15-17).8 About these things we 
develop various accounts, more or less satisfactory, so that Aristotle allows 
that even the mythologist is in a way a lover of wisdom, for myth springs 
from wonder (b18-19). 

5)  An elegant statement of a position similar to my own is developed in J. Lear (1988), 
309-20. 
6)  On wonder and philosophy, see R. Hepburn (1980) and J. Llewellyn (1988). 
7)  Translations and paraphrases of Aristotle follow J. Barnes (1984), with important 
modifications noted. Here I read aporôn in place of the OCT’s atopôn. 
8)  Th e whole (to pan) is ambiguous between the whole of the changing natural world 
(which comes into being and passes away) and the whole realm of being, including both 
sensible and non-sensible substances. Compare the beginning of Aristotle’s survey of the 
early natural philosophers at Metaph. i 3, 983b6-11 with the transition to the Pythagoreans 
at i 8, 989b21-27. See further W. Wians (2006). 
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 If philosophy begins in wonder, it also begins in a sense of discontent. 
Th e person who wonders and is perplexed regards himself as ignorant 
(oietai agnoein; 982b18). Th us, philosophizing began in an attempt to 
escape from ignorance (pheugein tên agnoian; 982b20).9 Our restlessness is 
such that our desire to know is not satisfied when merely practical matters 
of survival are settled. Th ese are what we first address; but philosophy in 
the proper sense begins only after the necessities of life are obtained 
(982b22-24).10 Th en our thoughts turn to the highest questions, from use-
ful to useless knowledge. Th is is the free man’s knowledge, the only science 
(monên . . . tôn epistemôn), pursued for its own sake (982b25-28). Aristotle 
implies that no lesser knowledge will suffice, so that as long as our under-
standing falls short of this science, our discontent will continue.11 

 At the beginning of chapter 2, Aristotle describes the features of this 
science in a way that brings out both the uniqueness and the difficulty of 
the knowledge being sought. Th e science we seek furnishes an understand-
ing of all things (to panta epistasthai) by virtue of knowing that which is 
universal (982a21-22). But this makes the science paradoxical, to say the 
least. As a science of the universal, it is a knowledge most difficult for 
human beings to attain (chalepôtata tauta gnôrizein tois anthrôpois; a24). 
Yet at the same time, this science has as its objects things that are most 
knowable (huparchei tê[i] tou mallista epistêtou epistêmê[i]; a31-32), for it is 
pre-eminently a knowledge of first principles and causes (malista epistêta ta 
prôta kai ta aitia; 982b1). For the same reason, it is the most authoritative 
science (archikôtatê tôn episthemôn; b4), for despite its not being practical, 
it comprehends ( gnôrizousa; b5) the end toward which each thing is done, 
both the good of each thing (tagathon hekastou; b6), and what is best in the 
whole of nature (to ariston en tê[i] phusei pasê[i]; b7). 

 9)  Or as Aristotle puts it in Book iii, we feel frustration at the knots blocking our under-
standing, like one who is tied up (Metaph iii 1, 995a27-33). On this passage, see M. Nuss-
baum (1986), 246-47; also Plato’s Meno 84b. 
10)  See his account on the study of mathematics by the priests of Egypt, 981b20-25; also 
Plato’s Critias 110a. 
11)  In saying that only one science is for its own sake (b27), it is not clear whether Aristotle 
means the class of theoretical sciences as a whole, or theology, the highest theoretical sci-
ence. In contrasting useful and useless knowledge, he would seem to intend the entire 
group of the three theoretical sciences. But in describing the science we seek as divine, 
theology would seem to be meant. 
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 Having described a science that is both highest and most knowable and 
yet is the most difficult for human beings to attain, he turns to the fear of 
knowing too much. Even as they felt “the desire for and the intoxication 
with knowledge that are so manifest in the Greeks,” many of Aristotle’s 
contemporaries would have viewed the restless human desire to know with 
ambivalence.12 Th ey could, on the one hand, admire the knowledge of 
sages like Th ales and Anaxagoras, even as they laughed at their impractical-
ity.13 On the other hand, those who seek knowledge of divine things reach 
for what is beyond human power and risk forgetting their proper station. 
Th e human desire to know easily appears to seek too much, to know divine, 
not human things.14 

 Aristotle begins by granting that the fear of divine jealousy seems 
justified: 

 Hence the possession of it might justly (dikaiôs) be regarded as beyond human 
power; for in many ways human nature is servile (doulê),15 so that according 
to Simonides, “God alone can have this privilege,” and it is unfitting (ouk 
axion) that a human being should not be content to seek the knowledge that 
is suited to him (tên kath hauton epistêmên). If, then, there is something in 
what the poets say, and jealousy ( phthonein) is natural to the divine (to theion), 
it would probably occur in this case above all, and all who excelled in this 
knowledge would be unfortunate (982b28-983a2).16 

12)  Th e quotation is from J. Brunschwig (2000), 944, who explicitly couples the desire to 
know with the fear of committing hubris. Aristotle does not, it should be noted, use the 
term hubris in this passage or in that from the Nicomachean Ethics, though he does in the 
present passage speak of divine phthonos. 
13)  Th ales and Anaxagoras are wise because they have knowledge that is rare and marvelous, 
but useless: NE vi 7, 1141b4-8. See also Plato, Th eaetetus 174a for the anecdote of Th ales 
falling down a well while stargazing. 
14)  Th e ambivalence felt by Greek culture toward the pursuit of knowledge is well expressed 
in the Prometheus legend, where the titan (whose name means ‘forethought’) is both cele-
brated as the savior of humankind and punished by Zeus for his actions. Both Plato and 
Aristotle articulate this paradox as arising from the composite nature of the human soul. 
15)  I use ‘servile’ in place of Barnes’ ‘in bondage’ to bring out the connection with doulos, 
‘slave’, the term by which Plato also distinguishes the free man’s knowledge at Th eaetetus 
172d. 
16)  See also D. Schaeffer (1999), 654-55, who draws attention to Metaphysics i.1-2’s empha-
sis on human knowledge. Th e line quoted from Simonides (Fr. 3, Hiller) is also cited by 
Plato at Protag. 341e. Besides Simonides, one finds widespread concern with the proper
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 Recognizing that the fear of divine jealousy threatens the pursuit of the 
highest knowledge, Aristotle moves quickly to allay that fear: 

 But the divine power cannot be jealous (indeed, according to the proverb, 
“bards tell many a lie”), nor should any science be thought more honorable 
(timiôteran) than one of this sort. For the most divine science is also most 
honorable (983a2-5). 

 Th e science we seek is divine in two ways. First, it is concerned with divine 
things (tôn theiôn), for god (ho theos) seems to be among the causes of all 
things and a principle (tôn aitiôn pasin kai archê tis; 983a7-9). Second, it is 
the knowledge had especially by god, who would be either the only or the 
special (monos ê malist’) possessor of it (983a9-10). Aristotle suggests that 
though the desire to know can be satisfied only by knowledge of the divine, 
the wise man need not fear, for a god cannot be jealous. 

 One might object that in the face of his culture’s deep ambivalence, 
Aristotle’s quick assurance could hardly prove satisfactory. To deal with it 
adequately, he must develop different conceptions both of god and of 
knowledge of the divine. To decide whether Aristotle goes on to provide a 
more adequate account would require a careful study of later parts of the 
Metaphysics. Rather than pursue that task here, I want instead to turn to 
the second passage dealing with the fear of knowing too much, which 
comes in Nicomachean Ethics x. Th ere one finds a longer and more com-
plex answer than that in the Metaphysics. But once again, Aristotle’s assur-
ance depends on where human beings are located within the order of the 
cosmos. 

 Th e passage comes in NE x 7. In the previous chapter, Aristotle had 
returned after postponements going back to the very beginning of the trea-
tise to the question of the highest happiness (eudaimonia) for a human 
being. Such happiness, he said, must consist in more than bodily pleasure, 
which any slave can enjoy; it must be some form of a virtuous life. In x 7, 
Aristotle specifies the sort of excellence such a life consists in. Unlike the 
passage in the Metaphysics, he does not here speak directly of knowledge, 
but rather of the highest activity of mind (nous). But he likens this activity 

limits of human knowledge in poets as diverse as Hesiod, Pindar, and the tragedians. See 
J. Lesher (1999). 
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to something divine, which as in the other passage provokes the fear of 
divine jealousy. 

 If happiness is an activity in accordance with excellence, it should be in 
accordance with the greatest excellence (kata tên kratistên, connoting the 
most potent or commanding virtue; NE x 7, 1177a12-13). We should live 
guided by nous, that which is best in us, which is naturally suited to rule 
and lead (kata phusin archein kai hêgeisthai) and to take thought of things 
noble and divine (ennoian echein peri kalôn kai theiôn; a13-15).17 It is able 
to do so either because it itself is divine or is the most divine thing (theio-
taton) in us (a15-16).18 Th e proper activity of nous is contemplation 
(theôria), which therefore constitutes complete human happiness (a16-18). 
Contemplation is the best activity (kratistê energeia), for it directs mind, the 
best thing in us, toward the best of knowable objects (tôn gnôstôn; a19-21). 

 Once again, however, the very attractions of such a life would provoke 
fearful distrust in many of Aristotle’s auditors. A life in which reason is 
exercised as an end in itself is a life of more than human stature: 

 But such a life might seem too much (kreittôn) for a human being;19 for it is 
not in so far as he is a man that he will live so, but in so far as something 
divine is present in him; and by so much as this is superior to our composite 
nature (tou sunthetou) is its activity superior to that which is the exercise of the 
other kind of excellence. If intellect (nous) is divine, then, in comparison with 
a human being, the life according to it is divine in comparison with human 
life. (1177b26-31) 

 Aristotle responds by arguing that those who fear the life of contemplation 
recognize without fully understanding that human nature is something 
composite (suntheton). Th is misunderstanding lies behind the traditional 
poetic wisdom that would limit us to the merely human: 

 But we must not follow those who advise us, being human to think of human 
things, and being mortal of mortal things, but must so far as we are able make 
ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with the best 

17)  Th at is, nous is naturally the soul’s ruler because it is able to contemplate the divine. 
18)  On nous in relation to the individual human mind, see S. Menn (1992). 
19)  Rendering the optative as ‘might seem’ rather than the more assertive ‘would be’, as in 
the Revised Oxford. 
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thing in us (kata to kratiston); for even if it be small in bulk, much more does 
it in power and worth (dunamis kai timê) surpass everything. Th is would 
seem, too, to be each person himself, since it is the authoritative and better 
(kurion kai ameinon) part of him (1177b31-1178a3). 

 Human nature contains within itself something that is divine. Because the 
life lived according to nous is a life lived according to what is best in us, we 
do not forget what it is to be human, we realize it most fully (1178a3-5).20 

 For Aristotle, the composite nature of human beings situates us between 
animals and god. Th is is the point of much of the argument in x 8. Aristo-
tle begins by recognizing a secondary sense (deuteros) of happiness. Justice, 
courage, and phronêsis all deal with the passions, so that the moral virtues 
and at least one intellectual virtue are bound to specifically human capaci-
ties of our composite nature (ai de tou sunthetou aretai anthrôpikai; x 8, 
1178a9-21). “But the excellence of the intellect is a thing apart” (kechôris-
menê; a22; see vi 7).21 Happiness of the highest sort reveals humanity’s 
place in the cosmic hierarchy (1178b7-28). At one extreme, the life of the 
gods is completely happy. But the only activity a god can be said to engage 
in is contemplation. At the other extreme, animals have no share in happi-
ness because they have no activity of nous, and so can have no share in 
contemplation (1178b24-28).22 Human life, which Aristotle implies is 
lodged in the middle, is happiest to the extent that it involves the better 
part of our nature and so in some way resembles the divine (hoson omoiôma 
ti; b26-27). 

 To a Greek fearful of seeking to know too much, humans err by reach-
ing upward. For Aristotle, the error to avoid is aiming too low: by living 
according to what is best in us, we reach our true self. He appeals to a com-
mon belief. If, as many suppose, the gods pay any attention to human 
affairs, one should think they are most pleased by one who is most like 
them. Th at person is the wise man, and he, therefore, is the most beloved 

20)  See also J. Lear (1988), 311-12, and G. Gurtler (2003), each of whom links Aristotle’s 
defense of the contemplative life with the composite nature of human beings. 
21)  On phronêsis in relation to the parts of the soul, see vi 5, 1140b25-30; on the secondary 
status of phronêsis due to its concern with human things, not with what is best in the uni-
verse, see vi 7, 1141a20-22 and a33-b9. Th e latter point is pursued in the paper’s next 
section. 
22)  While at least some animals do share in phronêsis; vi 7, 1141a26-28. 
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by the gods (theophilestatos) and the happiest (1179a24-32). Th e project of 
the Metaphysics, through which we carry out (at least in part) the theoreti-
cal activity advocated in the Ethics, so far from risking divine wrath would 
merit divine reward.  

  2. Th e Science we Seek 

 In the work On the Good he says: ‘Not only he who is fortunate but also he 
who offers a proof should remember he is a man.’ 

 (Frag. 27 Ross; Vita Aristotelis Latina 33). 

 Th is, then, is Aristotle’s response to the Greek problem of human knowl-
edge. Out of that answer, however, arises a problem of knowledge specific 
to Aristotle’s philosophy. Th e knowledge we seek is divine. But human 
knowledge—our ability to attain knowledge of the divine—is at best par-
tial and limited. Aristotle implies that we do eventually satisfy our desire: 
though we begin in wonder, we end in the opposite and better state 
(Metaph. i 2, 983a11-12). But if knowledge of divine things is the highest 
wisdom, and divine things are most knowable in themselves, it follows that 
they must be the least knowable to us and our knowledge of them the least 
secure. Th e objects of knowledge present themselves in a hierarchy. Our 
hopes for attaining knowledge are conditioned both by our own nature 
and by the nature of the objects we seek to know. Th e Metaphysics’ descrip-
tion of the progress of knowledge culminating in the highest science 
implied as much; in the present section, I shall develop that suggestion in 
terms of the various kinds of knowledge marked out by Aristotle. 

 To set the stage for Aristotle’s problem of human knowledge, I would 
like to turn briefly to Plato, whose dialogue Timaeus provides a useful 
comparison.23 Like Aristotle, Plato was confronted with the Greek fear of 
knowing too much, and in the Timaeus he too argues that the gods cannot 
be jealous. Accompanying that argument, however, is a notorious statement 
of the inherent uncertainty of certain kinds of knowledge. Th is shall pro-
vide the point of return into the problem of human knowledge in Aristotle. 

23)  Th ough I would contend that a concern with the problem of human knowledge is per-
vasive in Plato, supporting that contention lies outside the scope of this paper. 
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 Prior to Timaeus’ discourse on the nature of things, Critias tells the 
story of the Athenian statesman and sage Solon, who many years before 
visited the priests of Egypt and was told of the conflict between ancient 
Athens and Atlantis. Th e event is unknown to Solon, the priest says, 
because the Greeks are like children, having no ancient knowledge handed 
down over many generations. He is told that humankind has risen and 
been destroyed many times over the ages (22b). Sometimes the gods purge 
the earth by fire and sometimes by flooding (22d), but always at a crucial 
point in the development of civilization: 

 No sooner have you achieved literacy and all the other resources that cities 
require, than there again, after the usual number of years, comes the heavenly 
flood. It sweeps upon you like a plague, and leaves only your illiterate and 
uncultured people behind. You become infants all over again, as it were, com-
pletely unfamiliar with anything there was in ancient times, whether here or 
in your own region (23a5-b3).24 

 According to the priest, the gods destroy civilization just as learning begins 
to advance. Th is dramatically raises the possibility that divine jealousy lies 
behind the cycles of human history. 

 If that is the impression left by Critias’ speech, Timaeus presents an 
altogether different attitude. Timaeus, said to be a celebrated astronomer,25 
begins by praying to the gods that his speech be acceptable to them (for 
one would be insane not to invoke the gods for aid; 27e). From 27e to 29e 
he describes the craftsman’s creation of the order and beauty of the visible 
universe in terms of the relation between the being of a perfect model and 
the derivative beauty of its copy. He then asks why god chose to create the 
universe at all. His answer is that the ultimate cause, being entirely good, 
must necessarily be without jealousy: 

 Now why did he who framed the whole universe (to pan) of becoming frame 
it? Let us state the reason why: He was good, and one who is good can never 

24)  Translation is that of D. Zeyl (2000). 
25)  Later in his account, Timaeus says that sight was given to human beings for the sake of 
beholding the sun and stars and their periodic movements, from which arose the science of 
number and philosophy itself; 46e7-47b3. Astronomy, it would seem, is a necessary pre-
liminary to philosophy. 
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become jealous (phthonos) of anything.26 And so, being free of jealousy, he 
wanted everything to become as much like himself as was possible. (29d7-e3) 

 Th us Timaeus (and I take it, Plato) claims that God cannot be jealous.27 
But at precisely this point Timaeus raises (what we might as well call) the 
Platonic problem of human knowledge. Just prior to asserting the impos-
sibility of divine jealousy, Timaeus insists that his account of the universe 
is at best a likely story. 

 Th e inquiry began by positing that everything that exists must have a 
cause. But, in reference to the ultimate cause Timaeus says, “Now to find 
the maker and father of this universe (to pan) is hard enough, and even if I 
succeeded, to declare him to everyone is impossible” (28e). Th e impossi-
bility derives from a particular view of language. Th e relation of the created 
world to the pattern studied by the creator is that of imperfect copy to 
perfect original. Timaeus cautions that the same relationship holds for any 
account that is given of the physical universe, prompting him to cast doubt 
over everything he is about to relate: 

 Now in every subject it is of utmost importance to begin at the natural begin-
ning, and so on the subject of an image and its model, we must make the 
following specification: the accounts (logoi) we give of things have the same 
character as the subjects they set forth. . . . Accounts we give of that which has 
been formed to be like that [perfect] reality, since they are accounts of what is 
a likeness, are themselves likely (eikotas), and stand in proportion to the previ-
ous accounts, that is, what being is to becoming, truth is to convincingness. 
Don’t be surprised then, Socrates, if it turns out repeatedly that we won’t be 
able to produce accounts on a great many subjects—on gods or the coming 
to be of the universe (tês tou pantos geneseôs)—that are completely and per-
fectly consistent and accurate. Instead, if we can come up with accounts no 
less likely than any, we ought to be content, keeping in mind that both I, the 
speaker, and you, the judges, are only human. So we should accept the likely 
tale (ton eikota muthon) on these matters. It behooves us not to look for any-
thing beyond this. (29b2-d3).28 

26)  On the move in both Plato and Aristotle from speaking of god to speaking of the good, 
see S. Menn (1992). 
27)  See also Phdr. 247a and Epin. 988a. 
28)  It is worth noting that Plato speaks of both likely logoi and a likely muthos in this 
passage in a way that clearly shows logos not to be opposed to muthos. Emphasis on the mere
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 Plato’s full response to Greek culture’s ambivalent attitude toward human 
knowledge is complex and would require separate and extensive treat-
ment.29 We may at least say the following by way of summation: Plato 
raises the possibility of divine jealousy of human knowledge only to deny 
it; he endorses a properly humble pursuit of knowledge of the highest 
things; and he insists that any account produced in our pursuit will be 
merely probable because of limitations imposed by our own condition. 

 Plato’s Timaeus poses what shall be the crucial questions as we return to 
Aristotle: In the search for knowledge, what can human beings claim to 
know about the ultimate causes? To what extent does the possibility of 
knowledge depend on the nature of objects we seek to know? Can human 
knowers aspire to more than probable stories or likely accounts in any of 
our investigations? Th e Metaphysics described the objects of the science we 
seek as the things that are most knowable. We must now say more about 
what those things are and what hope humans may have for attaining 
knowledge of them. 

 We should begin with the paradox that the most knowable things are 
the most difficult for us to know. One of the most far-ranging principles 
in Aristotle’s philosophy is the distinction between what is better known or 
more intelligible to us ( gnôrimoteron hêmin) and what is more intelligible 
by nature ( gnôrimoteron kata phusin) or without qualification (haplôs).30 
According to Posterior Analytics i 2, demonstrative understanding depends 
on premises that are prior to and more intelligible than the conclusion. 
But these requirements, he tells us, are ambiguous: 

 Th ings are prior and more intelligible (gnôrimoteron) in two ways; for it is not 
the same to be prior by nature (kata phusin) and prior in relation to us, nor to 
be more intelligible and more intelligible to us. I call prior and more  intelligible 

likeliness or probability of Timaeus’ account is repeated at 30b, 48e, 55c, 59c, and 72e. A 
hint of the problem of using human language to describe god’s creation appeared already in 
Timaeus’ opening invocation, when he added a hopeful exhortation to Socrates and him-
self “to make sure that you learn as easily as possible, and that I instruct you in the subject 
matter before us in the way that best conveys my intent” (27d). 
29)  Plato’s response is certainly not confined to the presumably late Timaeus. One might 
start with the claim in the Apology that Socrates is wisest only in that he knows human 
wisdom is a paltry thing compared to that of the gods. 
30)  See W. Wians (2006), with further citations. 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:21PM
via free access



 W. Wians / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 2 (2008) 41-64 53

in relation to us what is nearer to perception, prior and more intelli-
gible haplôs what is further away. What is most universal is furthest way, and 
the particulars are nearest; and these are opposite to each other. (APo. i 2, 
71b33-72a5)31 

 Th e distinction between things knowable in themselves and things know-
able to us is not just a matter of consensus or stipulation. Some things are 
intrinsically more knowable, even if we happen not to know them or know 
them only partially or only through their effects. In other words, the dis-
tinction corresponds to a natural order in explanation. 

 We see this point reflected in Posterior Analytics i 13, in the discussion of 
our knowing why planets do not twinkle. Aristotle insists that there is a 
real difference between explaining that planets do not twinkle because they 
are near, and explaining that they are near because they do not twinkle. 
Th e two demonstrations have exactly the same formal structure. Th e 
difference is that one is in terms of what is more familiar or closer to per-
ception and not in terms of what is knowable in itself. As a result, such a 
proof offers knowledge merely of the fact and not of the reason why.32 

 It would be easy to mischaracterize the starting points of inquiry. 
Although learning is said to begin with things clearer and more knowable 
to us, what is initially clear is not known in an unqualified way. Th e things 
with which inquiry must begin are obscure by nature (Phys. i 1, 184a16-20), 
so much so that they are almost unintelligible in themselves (Metaph. vii 3, 
1029a33-b12). Rather than a Baconian accumulation of fact upon fact,33 it 
would be more accurate to say that philosophy is “problem-driven”34 —or 
as Metaph. i 2 put it, that human beings begin with problems and puzzles 
close at hand only to advance to greater puzzles, so that knowledge with-
out qualification is achieved—if at all—only at the end. 

 Later in Posterior Analytics i 13, following the discussion of non-twinkling 
planets, Aristotle makes clear that the distinction between what is known 
to us and what is knowable by nature allows not just demonstrations 

31)  I substitute ‘intelligible’ for Barnes’s ‘familiar’ throughout. 
32)  See further M. Burnyeat (1981), 124-128. 
33)  On an alleged ‘Baconian’ aspect to Aristotle’s empiricism, see G. Owen (1961); 
M. Nussbaum (1986); W. Wians (1992); K. Pritzl (1994). 
34)  Th e phrase is taken from J. Hintikka (1996), 83-84, who uses it to character Aristotle’s 
whole approach to philosophy. 
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within a single science to be ranked, but the ranking of one science in rela-
tion to another. Just as one object is more intelligible to us if it is nearer in 
perception, so is that science more intelligible to us that deals with more 
“empirical” phenomena. But precisely because a more empirical science is 
closer to perception, the knowledge it furnishes is inferior to a more uni-
versal account of how things are in themselves. Aristotle distinguishes 
between star-gazing and astronomy by way of example: the former deals 
with more readily observed objects and hence is more knowable to us, 
while Aristotelian astronomy is the more mathematical and hence is more 
intelligible in its own nature. 

 Some confusion is possible here. In different contexts Aristotle speaks 
now of one science, now of another as higher.35 Mathematics is highest 
with regard to precision, studying its objects as if immutable and separable 
from matter (APo. i 13, 78b32-79a16; i 27, 87a31-34; but mathematical 
precision is alluded to often in the Analytics and elsewhere). But it is 
deficient in that the objects it studies are abstractions from substance and 
not substances themselves (Metaph. vi 1, 1026a7-10; xi 3, 1061a28-35; 
xiii, 1077a25-b14 and elsewhere). Natural philosophy is the theoretical 
science of moveable, changeable substance. But its objects are deficient 
in that they are mutable and inseparable from matter, except in defini-
tion (Metaph. vi 1, 1025b18-1026a7; An. i 1, 403b7-19; see also PA i 1, 
639b19-640a8; Phys. ii 2; Phys. ii 9). Th ere must then be a science that 
investigates substance that is eternal and immutable and separable from 
matter. Th is science is variously called wisdom, first philosophy, the sci-
ence of being, or theology. It is the highest science absolutely and without 
qualification because its objects are the highest in actuality, free from any 
admixture of matter, and its knowledge is precise without sacrificing 
some degree of the reality of its objects (Metaph. vi 1, 1026a10-23; xi 2, 
1060a10-12). 

 Th at which is most knowable by nature is the most difficult for us to 
know. Th at is why common opinion bestows such respect on the wise 
man—his knowledge is rare and difficult to obtain (Metaph. i 2, 982a10-12). 
Indeed, some objects are so difficult to know that human beings may 
never achieve more than a hypothetical assurance of claims about them. In 

35)  On Aristotle’s divisions of the sciences, see M. Grene (1985); D. Modrak (1989); J. 
Cleary (1994). 
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general terms, it is difficult to know whether we have a proper grasp of first 
principles (APo. i 9, 76a26-28).36 Th is is because the detection of error or 
falsity is most difficult in regard to them, for then we are dealing with 
simple, not complex statements, and points from which they may be criti-
cized are few (Topics viii 3, 158b5-8). But unless the premises are more 
convincing to us than the conclusions, we cannot properly be said to know 
(APo. i 2, 72a25-33). In Metaph xii 8, Aristotle explicitly labels as merely 
probably his arguments for the number of celestial spheres (1073a21-23; 
74a14-18), and in De Caelo, says several times that his conclusions stand 
so long as one accepts his original assumptions (i 3, 270b3; i 7, 274a34, 
b11; i 8, 276b18, 277a9). 

 In fact, Aristotle charts the knowable universe on the basis of two hier-
archies, one pertaining to the knower, the other to the objects known. In 
addition to the familiar distinction between what is better known to us 
and what is more knowable by nature, a less often remarked upon second 
scale ranks the objects of knowledge according to their timê, their dignity 
or worth. Th ings more divine by nature have more intrinsic worth than 
earthly things. Th is hierarchy closely tracks the first. For those things most 
knowable in themselves are themselves the most exalted objects, and while 
they are the most difficult for us to know, knowledge of them is most pre-
cious and delightful. 

 Th e two scales figure prominently in Parts of Animals i 5. Celestial 
objects are ungenerated, imperishable, and eternal, whereas plants and ani-
mals are subject to generation and decay. Th e former are excellent and 
divine (timias kai theas), but are hard for humans to know. Th ough we 
long to answer the questions we have about them, perception gives us little 
evidence (644b23-27). Despite this, even a little knowledge of the best 
things (timiotêta) gives us more pleasure than knowing anything else. 
About plants and animals, on the other hand, we have much informa-
tion—so much so that “in certitude and completeness our knowledge of 
terrestrial things has the advantage” (645a1-2), with their greater accessi-
bility making up somewhat for their lack of inherent worth. So having 
treated heavenly objects as far they appear to us (to phainomenon hêmin; 
645a4-5), Aristotle turns to plants and animals, for our studies should 
omit neither the less nor the more honorable (mête atimôteron mête 

36)  See also R. McKirahan (1992), 269-70. 
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timiôteron; a6-7). Even the least noble creature provokes wonder (thaumas-
ton; a18) if viewed properly. 

 Th e difficulty in knowing the most exalted things is due ultimately to a 
certain incommensurability between ourselves and the objects we seek to 
know. Aristotle puts the point expansively in the well-known opening para-
graph of Metaphysics ii 1. Th e pursuit of truth is in one way easy, in another 
way difficult. It is easy in that everyone has something to contribute; it is 
difficult because no one person is able to attain it adequately (Metaph ii 1, 
993a30-b4). As for why we miss the truth, Aristotle says this: 

 Perhaps, as difficulties (tês chalepotêtos ousês) are of two kinds, the cause of the 
present difficulty is not in the facts (tois pragmasin) but in us. For as the eyes 
of bats are to the blaze of day, so is the reason in our soul (tês êmeteras psychês 
ho nous) to the things which are by nature most evident of all (ta tê[i] phusei 
phainerôtata tôn pantôn;). (Metaph. ii 1, 993b7-11)37 

 Such expansiveness in a writer usually so unadorned may be viewed as just 
the sort of flourish one might employ in an introduction. But the deficiency 
of human beings is central to another passage bearing on the objects most 
knowable by nature. Nicomachean Ethics vi 7 contrasts sophia with phronê-
sis on the basis of the worth of what is known. Wisdom (sophia), Aristotle 
says, is a complete knowledge of the most exalted objects (tôn timiôtaton; 
1141a19-20). It would be absurd to say that either phronêsis or political 
science is this knowledge, for these have human affairs as their object, and 
a human being is not the highest thing in the world: 

 For it would be strange to think that the art of politics, or practical wisdom, 
is the best knowledge (spoudaiotatên), since man in not the best thing in the 
world (to ariston tôn en tôi kosmôi). . . . But if the argument be that man is the 
best of the animals, this makes no difference; for there are other things much 
more divine in their nature (polu theiotera tên phusin) even than man, e.g., the 
most visible ( phainerôtata)38 of the things of which the heavens are framed. 
From what has been said it is plain, then, that wisdom is knowledge,  combined 

37)  Cp. Sophist 254ab: “Th e eyes of the souls of most people are unable to endure the direct 
vision of the divine.” 
38)  Substituting ‘most visible’ for the Revised Oxford’s ‘most conspicuously’. Aristotle is 
referring to the Sun and stars, the eternal objects that are most apparent to us (Phys. ii 4, 
196a33; Metaph. vi 1, 1026a16-18). 
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with comprehension, of the things that are highest by nature (tôn timiôtatôn 
têi phusei). (NE vi 7, 1141a20-22, 33-b3)

 Once again, Aristotle places human knowers within a cosmic hierarchy to 
emphasize an inherent qualification on human knowledge. Precisely 
because the objects of first philosophy are the most honorable and worthy, 
our status as human knowers inevitably qualifies our knowledge of them. 
Th at is why Aristotle is praised by the Roman philosopher Seneca: 

 Aristotle speaks well when he says that we should nowhere be more modest 
than in discussions about the gods. If we compose ourselves before we enter 
temples . . . how much more should we do so when we discuss the constella-
tions, the stars, and the nature of the gods, lest from temerity or impudence 
we should make ignorant assertions or knowingly tell lies (Seneca, Quaestio-
nes naturales VII xxx 1). 

 In first philosophy, human beings must be mindful that we are not able to 
prove as rigorously as the objects themselves would allow or as the human 
desire to know them would make us wish.  

  3. Led by Truth Itself 

 And so they tell us that Anaxagoras answered a man who was raising problems 
of this sort and asking why one should choose rather to be born than not by 
saying “for the sake of viewing the heavens and the whole order of the uni-
verse.” 

 Eudemian Ethics i 5, 1216a10-14 

 Th e supreme example of that which is best and most knowable in itself is 
Aristotle’s god. But the problem of human knowledge in Aristotle forces a 
final question: Can human knowers obtain the knowledge the highest sci-
ence seeks? Why should we be so fortunate, given our inferior position, as 
to have any hope of satisfying the desire to know? Can human knowers 
obtain knowledge in the strict sense (haplôs) of god?39 Aristotle would not, 

39)  Some earlier commentators who have touched on themes this section emphasizes 
include H. Wolfson (1947) and W. Verdenius (1960). 
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I believe, say that human beings are incapable of achieving knowledge of 
what is best and most knowable. One could point to Aristotle’s pervasive 
teleology. Metaphysics ii 2 says that the goal of philosophy is truth, and 
Nicomachean Ethics vi says that nous is capacity for grasping truth (a view 
repeated in several contexts, including Posterior Analytics ii 19 and De 
Anima iii 4-6). Just as nature would not give us the capacity to see without 
there being a world to behold, so it would not bestow a noetic capacity 
without there being principles the human mind may comprehend.40 

 Th ere is, however, another way to account for humanity’s hope to know 
what is best, one which takes us back to the cultural context of the Greeks 
with which the paper began. Certain passages suggest that Aristotle’s god, 
so far from being jealous, actually inspires the search for knowledge. Th ese 
passages imply that in our search for truth we are aided by the very Truth 
itself. 

 I shall begin by considering two passages that purport to explain how 
earlier thinkers advanced beyond some equivalent of the material cause.41 
In the Parts of Animals, Aristotle says that Empedocles was compelled to 
posit something more than a merely materialistic explanation of biological 
phenomena: 

 Th ere are indeed passages in which even Empedocles hits upon this, and led 
by the truth itself (up’ autês tês alêtheias), finds himself constrained (anagkaze-
tai) to speak of the ratio as constituting the substance and nature of things 
(PA i 1, 642a19-21).42 

 It might be thought that Aristotle is using somewhat poetical language to 
express what he elsewhere states plainly: a false theory soon conflicts with 
the facts. If so, the guidance in question would be nothing more than a 
lack of fit between theory and some part of the world it purports to explain. 

40)  See A. Kosman (1973), 390; C. Kahn (1981), 413; J. Barnes (1987), 73-75; C. Taylor 
(1990), 142. 
41)  I have discussed these passages in another connection in W. Wians (1992). Similar sug-
gestions can be found in Physics i 5, 188b26-30; Metaph xii 2, 1069b23-24; and NE vi 13, 
1144b24. 
42)  Translating ‘led by truth itself ’ in place of Barnes’ ‘following the guidance of fact’. A few 
lines later Democritus is said to have been “carried away by the facts” (ekpheromenos hup’ 
autou tou pragmatos) toward the discovery of the notion of essence (642a24-28). 
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But a second passage in the first book of the Metaphysics goes further. It 
begins as had the Parts of Animals by speaking of the directive force of 
truth: 

 When these men and the principles of this kind had had their day, as the lat-
ter were found inadequate to generate the nature of things, men were again 
forced by the truth itself (hup’ autês tês alêtheias), as we said, to inquire into 
the next kind of cause. (Metaph. i 3, 984b8-11)43 

 But it goes on to explain why the materialists’ conception came to be seen 
as inadequate. Th e realization depended on perceiving the order, goodness, 
and beauty of the world around them: 

 For surely it is not likely either that fire or earth or any such element should 
be the reason why goodness and beauty (eu kai kalôs) are possessed (echein) by 
some existing things (ta men tôn ontôn) and others (ta de) come to be ( gignes-
thai) good and beautiful,44 or that those thinkers should have supposed it was; 
nor again could it be right to ascribe so great a matter to spontaneity and luck. 
When one man said, then, that intelligence (nous) was present—as in ani-
mals, so throughout nature—as the cause of the world and of all its order, he 
seemed like a sober man in contrast with the random talk of his predecessors. 
We know that Anaxagoras certainly adopted these views. . . . Th ose who 
thought thus stated that there is a principle of things which is at the same 
time the cause of beauty (tou kalôs), and that sort of cause from which things 
acquire movement (Metaph. i 3, 984b11-22). 

 Here Aristotle does more than point to some vague sense that a theory fits 
the data. He credits the world’s apparent beauty and order with leading 
inquirers toward a true grasp the cause of its order. Th ere must be a principle, 

43)  See also Metaph. i 3, 984a16-18: “From these facts one might think that the only cause 
is the so-called material cause; but as men thus advanced, the very facts (auto to pragma) 
showed them the way and joined in forcing them (sunenagkase) to investigate the subject.” 
44)  I have translated this clause so as to preserve a possible distinction between things that 
fully possess being (and hence goodness and beauty) and things that come to be and pass 
away—the objects of first and second philosophy respectively. Th is possibility is obscured 
by the Oxford translation’s “both in their being and becoming.” See further W. Wians 
(2006), 345-350. 
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as Anaxagoras realized as he looked about him, sufficient to cause the 
beauty and motions of nature.45 

 Aristotle is not altogether impressed by his predecessors’ theories. Anax-
agoras, despite his sobriety, would rather use anything than Mind in 
explaining natural phenomena, and Empedocles is “lisping.” Both men, he 
says, speak as if they do not fully understand what they are saying.46 Nev-
ertheless, Aristotle draws attention to an important connection. Anaxago-
ras identified the principle of beauty with the cause of motion. Th e same 
connection is drawn at the end of Physics i. Th ere Aristotle says that all 
motion is a desire for the beautiful, and this is somehow the same as the 
divine and good (i 9, 192a16-25). But the passage concludes by saying 
that its precise determination is a matter not for physics but for first phi-
losophy (192a34-b2). 

 What the Metaphysics says about the connection is not, unfortunately, 
altogether clear or precise. In a suggestive but difficult passage, Metaphysics 
xii 7 seems to argue that all motion arises as a desire for god as First Mover. 
In rational creatures, motion arises from our desire to understand. What 
prompts our moving toward knowledge is that which is first in the cate-
gory of substance, and which is therefore best: 

 And the object of desire and the object of thought (to noêton) move in this 
way: they move without being moved. Th e primary objects of desire and of 
thought are the same. . . . And thought is moved by the object of thought, and 
one side of the list of opposites is in itself the object of thought; and in this, 
substance is first, and in substance, that which is simple and exists actually. . . . 
But the good (to kalon), also, and that which is in itself desirable are on the 
same side of the list; and the first in any class is always best, or analogous to 
the best. (Metaph. xii 7, 1072a26-b1) 

 Th e wording of the passage is dense and the meaning disputed.47 But read 
in light of the other passages, I think this much is can be said: whether its 

45)  In the next chapter, Aristotle says that this same aesthetic sense of the world led Emped-
ocles to put forward his theory of Love and Strife, because he perceived not just forms of 
good in the world but their contraries as well (Metaph. i 4, 984b32-985a4). 
46)  For Aristotle’s attitude toward Anaxagoras and, to a lesser extent, Empedocles, see 
S. Menn (1992), 557-562. 
47)  See, for instance, Kahn (1985), 199-202, who attempts to explicate the passage’s “meta-
phors”; Lear (1988), who sees the order of the world as a response to Aristotle’s god; 293-306;

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:21PM
via free access



 W. Wians / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 2 (2008) 41-64 61

attractive force operates on the rational soul directly or indirectly, our 
desire to understand is ultimately stimulated by the very object—the sim-
ple, real, and good object—that is most worth understanding. Th e same 
point, I think, is put more generally in a passage from Book v: “For the 
good and the beautiful (tagathon kai to kalon) are the origin (archê) both of 
the knowledge and of the movement (tou gnômai kai tês kinêseôs) of many 
things” (Metaph. v 1, 1013a20-23). In one way, our search begins in won-
der and ends in something divine. But in another, Aristotle seems to have 
believed that we are led by the divine order and goodness working on us 
even as we work to understand it. 

* * * * * 

 Aristotle is on the whole more confident than Plato about our prospects 
for knowledge. Nevertheless, we can still hear in one final passage from the 
Metaphysics an echo both of the Timaeus and of the traditional Greek atti-
tude toward knowledge. Plato’s Solon was told of innumerable destruc-
tions of human civilization and learning, unknown to the Greeks for lack 
of long tradition. Th ough Plato will not attribute it to divine jealousy, it 
seems he did believe in a cyclical succession of human culture.48 What did 
Aristotle believe on this point? Th ough he worked to calm his listeners’ 
fear of knowing too much, we have seen that he did not forget the gulf 
separating human beings from the divine. One of the most conspicuous 
obstacles standing in the way of our knowing is that god contemplates 
continuously what humans may enjoy only with interruptions. Modern 
readers, particularly those in the Academy, might when they hear this 
think of students knocking at the office door, of email to be answered, of 
the next committee meeting. Aristotle, it seems to me, reflects a wider and 
older view. Most immediately, the physical conditions of human existence 
served as an impediment. But on a larger scale, Aristotle too seems to have 
accepted the hypothesis of many cycles of human civilization rising and 
falling over time. A passage in Metaphysics xii 8 provides the evidence: 

 Our forefathers in the most remote ages have handed down to us their poster-
ity a tradition, in the form of a myth, that these substances are gods and that 

Laks (2000), 220-227, who reads it as a general account derived from the notion of the 
practical good, not an account specific account to the first mover. 
48)  Cf. Timaeus 22c-e; Critias 109d-e; Laws iii, 677a-678e. 
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the divine encloses the whole of nature. Th e rest of the tradition has been 
added later in mythical form with a view to the persuasion of the multitude 
and to its legal and utilitarian expediency. . . . But if we were to separate the 
first point from these additions and take it alone—that they thought the first 
substances to be gods—we must regard this as an inspired utterance, and 
reflect that, while probably each art and science has often been developed as 
far as possible and has again perished, these opinions have been preserved like 
relics until the present. Only thus far, then, is the opinion of our ancestors 
and our earliest predecessors clear to us. (Metaph. xii 8, 1074a38-14)49 

 Th e ultimate qualification placed upon human knowledge comes not from 
the material needs that must be satisfied before philosophy in the true 
sense can begin, or even from our individual mortality. Rather, it comes 
from the collective impermanence of human culture. Just as Homer’s Zeus 
foresaw the inevitable destruction of the wall of the Achaeans on the plains 
of Troy, just as Hesiod’s immortals watched the passing of races from 
golden to iron, so would Aristotle’s god, if it pays any attention to human 
affairs, observe the progress of human knowledge, over and over again.50  
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