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The Prooemium to the Physics of Aristotle

FOREWORD

In order that man may proceed correctly in a science, it is necessary 
that he understand the mode of procedure proper to that science. 
However, since it is difficult to attend to two things at the same 
time, man should be instructed in the mode of a science before he 
proceeds in the investigation of the science itself. Besides the mode 
proper to the individual sciences there is the mode common to all 
sciences. Man should be instructed in both of them before he enters 
on the particular sciences. It is logic which teaches the common 
mode. Each science should treat its proper mode in the beginning.

Dicit ergo primo, quod quia diversi secundum diversos modos veritatem 
inquirunt ; ideo oportet quod homo instruatur per quem modum in singulis 
scientiis sint recipienda ea quae dicuntur. Et quia non est facile quod homo 
simul duo capiat, sed dum ad duo attendit, neutrum capere potest ; absur­
dum est, quod homo simul quaerat scientiam et modum qui convenit scien­
tiae. Et propter hoc debet prius addiscere logicam quam alias scientias, 
quia logica tradit communem modum procedendi in omnibus aliis scientiis. 
Modus autem proprius singularum scientiarum, in scientiis singulis circa 
principium tradi debet.1

It shall be the purpose of this article to make certain considerations 
on the proper mode of natural science which will add some knowledge 
to the modern discussion on the meaning of the philosophy of nature.

One of the most fundamental problems with which scholastic 
philosophy has been confronted due to the rise of experimental science, 
is the problem of what we shall call the ‘ starting point of the philosophy 
of nature.’ Modern scientific knowledge has succeeded admirably 
in helping man control and effectively use nature. This knowledge 
from its beginning is rather detailed and is expressed in precise math­
ematical formulas. The philosophy of nature, however, which cannot 
boast of this tremendous success in the practical order has been 
traditionally founded on a general and what we shall call here without 
defining for the moment, a confused knowledge. It defines in terms 
of general principles rather than mathematical formulas and proffers 
as evidence common experience rather than closed experiment.

The twentieth century man raised in the climate of opinion of 
detail and mathematization will have one of two reactions to this 
philosophy of nature. Either he will respect it and gently raise it

1. S. T homas, In I I  Metaphyricorum, Iect.5 (edit. Marietti), n.335.
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to the level of metaphysics and thus be rid of it or he will accept it 
as a generally natural science but demand that it wait on the findings 
of modern science before it dare enunciate its theories. In this second 
case, the philosophy of nature will adopt as its ‘ starting point ’ not a 
general and confused knowledge but the detailed and precise knowledge 
of modern science. It will then be free to proceed to its own proper 
philosophical reflection.

The order followed by Aristotle and St. Thomas in their study 
of nature is quite different. For them, the ‘ starting point ’ is a 
general and confused knowledge which by a process of concretion 
approaches the particular and the distinct. The purpose of this 
paper shall be to explain their position.

It was mentioned that it would be the purpose of this article 
to make some considerations on the mode proper to the philosophy of 
nature. Here we have made that purpose more precise by saying that 
we would determine the starting point of the philosophy of nature and 
the procedure to be followed. In what way does the determination of 
the starting point and of the procedure belong to the study of the mode ?

It is in Chapter Three of the Second Book of the Metaphysics 
that Aristotle discusses the mode proper to the consideration of truth. 
In the first part of this chapter, he discusses the different ways in which 
men consider truth. This he does by showing the importance of 
custom in the attainment of truth and by indicating the various 
ways in which men accept truth. There are some men who by custom 
will accept nothing which is not proved with mathematical accuracy. 
Others always demand sensible examples. Still others will be con­
vinced only by the authority of great poets.

The effect which lectures produce on a hearer depends on his habits ; 
for we demand the language we are accustomed to, and that which is 
different from this seems not in keeping but somewhat unintelligible and 
foreign because of its unwontedness. For it is the customary that is 
intelligible. The force of habit is shown by the laws, in which the legendary 
and childish elements prevail over our knowledge about them owing to 
habit. Thus some people do not listen to a speaker unless he speaks 
mathematically, others unless he gives instances, while others expect him 
to cite a poet as witness. And some want to have everything done accura­
tely, while others are annoyed by accuracy, either because they cannot 
follow the connexion of thought or because they regard it as pettifoggery. 
For accuracy has something of this character, so that as in trade so in 
argument some people think it mean.1

1. Aristotle, Metaphysics, II, chap.3, 994 b 31-995 a l l .  In this article we shall cite 
A ristotle in the English translation edited by R ich ard  M cK eon , Random House, 
New York (1941). At times we shall add the Latin translation of W illiam  of M oerbeke 
on which St. T homas based his commentary. W e shall do this when we think it necessary 
for understanding either St. T homas or A ristotle. St. T homas will always be cited in 
Latin.
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In the second part of the chapter, Aristotle shows that the mode 
which is proper to the consideration of the truth, depends on the 
subject of inquiry. Before one studies a science one must be acquaint­
ed with the mode proper to the science. Each science differs. We 
are not to expect mathematical accuracy in all sciences. The subject 
of the philosophy of nature is immersed in matter and consequently 
certitude is often lacking. Thus it is, that before we study each 
science, we must study its mode. It is difficult enough to understand 
the mode and the science but the two studies should not go together. 
Thus it is, that before we study the science of nature, we must determine 
the meaning of nature and the causes by which this science demon­
strates.

Hence one must be already trained to know how to take each sort of 
argument, since it is absurd to seek at the same time knowledge and the way 
of attaining knowledge ; and it is not easy to get even one of the two.

The minute accuracy of mathematics is not to be demanded in all 
cases, but only in the case of things which have no matter. Hence its 
method is not that of natural science ; for presumably the whole of nature 
has matter. Hence we must first inquire what nature is : for thus we shall 
also see what natural science treats of and whether it belongs to one science 
or to more to investigate the causes and the principles of things.1

In his commentary on this passage, St. Thomas points out two 
things which are not explicitly mentioned in the text. First of all, 
he mentions that before we study a science we must not only have 
studied the mode proper to the science but also the mode common to 
all science, namely logic.2 Secondly, he points out that it is in the 
Second Book of Physics that Aristotle determines the mode proper to 
Natural Science.

Et, quia in scientia naturali non convenit iste certissimus rationis 
modus, ideo in scientia naturali ad cognoscendum modum convenientem 
illi scientiae, primo perscrutandum est quid sit natura : sic enim manifestum 
erit de quibus sit scientia naturalis. Et iterum considerandum est, “ si 
unius scientiae ” , scilicet naturalis, sit omnes causas et principia considerare, 
aut sit diversarum scientiarum. Sic enim poterit scire quis modus de- 
monstrandi conveniat naturali. Et hunc modum ipse observat in secundo 
Physicorum, ut patet diligenter intuenti.®

From what has been said, it seems evident that the word ‘ mode ’ 
as used in the context of Chapter Three of Book Two of the Metaphysics 
refers to the certitude and type of argument which one will use in 
each science. In this sense, it would seem that the mode proper to

1. A m s t o t l e , Metaphysics, II, chap. 3, 995 a 11 -  995 a 20.
2. S. T homas, In I I  Metaph., lect.5, n.335. In this article in citing S. T homas ’s 

commentary on the Metaphysics, we shall always use the Marietti edition.
3. St. T homas, In I I  Metaph., lect.5, n.335.
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natural science is sufficiently indicated in the Second Book of the 
Physics. There is, however, a more common sense of the word 
according to which the mode of natural science is also indicated in 
the First Book of the Physics. In this more general sense the word 
‘ mode ’ would apply not only to the certitude and type of argument 
but also to the order of procedure. Before studying nature it is not 
only necessary to define nature but it is also necessary to know the 
order in which we should study the subjects of the science.1 Since 
the notion of order implies that which is prior and that which is 
posterior,2 it follows that there can be no consideration of the order 
of a science without investigation of its principles or starting point.3 
Thus in so far as the study of the mode of a science involves deter­
mination of its order, it should include an investigation of its principles 
or starting point.

It is in the Prooemium or first chapter of the Physics that Aristotle 
outlines the order to be followed in the science of nature. The details 
appear more distinctly in the succeeding treatises but it is in this first 
Prooemium that the general foundations are laid. It will be by means 
of a rather detailed commentary on this Prooemium that we shall 
attempt here to determine the starting point of natural science.4

As in many of the other Aristotelian prooemia, this introduction 
to the Physics is extremely brief and succinct. The very brevity and 
simplicity of expression indicates a latent perfection of thought which 
may well be expanded by commentary. Thus St. Thomas comments 
on this and each of the other prooemia in great detail. It may be 
asked why Aristotle expresses himself so briefly at this point. Perhaps, 
the answer is found in the fact that as he begins a science the master 
assumes a certain amount of docility and natural faith in his disciples. 
Here, he does not descend to detailed argument but relying on this 
natural faith proceeds in an orderly fashion in his science. The truth 
of what is said here will appear more easily after the student has been 
initiated into the science. The master is proceeding prooemialiter.

1. The study of nature should be preceded by a study of the common mode of 
human knowledge, logic ; by a study of the order of procedure and finally by a study of the 
proper mode as proposed in Book Two of the Physics. Here we are interested in the 
second. For pertinent studies of the first and third cf., M elvin  G lutz, c .p ., The Manner 
of Demonstrating in Natural Philosophy, River Forest, 1955, pp. 1-65. and T homas M c­
G overn , s.j., “  The Division of Logic ”  in Laval théologique et philosophique, Vol. X I, 1955, 
n.2 and Vol. X II, 1956, n .l.

2. “  Respondeo dicendum, quod ordo in ratione sua includit tria, scilicet rationem 
prioris et posterius . . . ”  St. T homas, In I Sententiarum, dist. X X , Q. I, a.3, quaestiun­
cula 2.

3. “  The words ‘ prior ’ and ‘ posterior ’ are applied (1) to some things (on the 
assumption that there is a first, i.e. a beginning, in each class) because they are nearer some 
beginning . . . ”  A ristotle, Metaphysics, V, chap.ll, 1018 b 8.

4. In this article we shall use the expressions ‘ philosophy of nature ’ and ‘ natural 
science ’ interchangeably as does St . T homas.


